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RISING TIDES:  AN ETHNOGRAPHIC CASE STUDY OF RESIDENT-
ACTIVISTS IN AN ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE COMMUNITY 
 
MICHAEL EDWARD STILL 
ABSTRACT 
 Environmental justice communities in the US are located at a nexus of social 
justice, political and corporate interest, and public health. This paper explores how 
resident activists, primarily those who identify as Latinx and female, simultaneously 
inhabit roles of resident and activist. In doing so, they create a space of equitable 
knowledge exchange, and support community members in realizing their own agency. 
Additionally, their efforts include, but are not limited to, collaboration with researchers in 
a way that promotes emancipatory education and culture-centered research models. The 
author spent over a year as a staff member of an urban EJ organization in Massachusetts, 
participating in and observing community meetings, fundraising efforts, municipal and 
state level environmental impact hearings, and organized protests. These community 
activists wrestle with the tension of simultaneously depending on and disrupting systems 
that have historically burdened their community.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 
 I just wanted to make sure you know that Chelsea is a separate city  
and not a neighborhood in Boston.1  
 
My first communication with GreenRoots (GR)–a resident-driven environmental 
justice (EJ) organization–was via email, and involved a misstep. In my zeal to work with 
this group, I identified Chelsea as a part of Boston--a mistake that might seem minute to 
some. The proximity and interwoven economic and social environs of the two 
municipalities facilitated my civic error. I backpedaled–reacting to my own ignorance– in 
an effort to secure an internship and field site, but more so because I had committed the 
anthropological sin of ethnocentrism. 
        I came to realize the importance of the pragmatic and symbolic importance of 
distinction. Boston enjoys newly built greenways and grabs the attention of politicians 
and funders, and there is a wave of Bostonians moving into condominiums in freshly 
built towers that took the place of old neighborhoods, pushing up rental prices across the 
city and making long-time residents consider moving out of Chelsea and East Boston. 
Diane, my initial contact and the Executive Director of the organization, declined to 
acknowledge my apology. Embedded in this exchange is Chelsea resident’s resistance to 
incorporation and displacement by Bostonians who see Chelsea as a place of resource 
procurement, and not as its own entity. Chelsea plays an enormous role in the area by 
providing food, road salt and oil role for its neighbor Boston, their contributions are 
                                               
1 Informant email correspondence, August 2017 
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frequently overlooked and underappreciated. Much of GreenRoots work is about creating 
attention to Chelsea as a unique city that bears important burdens for it’s surrounding 
communities by virtue of its industrial waterfront. Instead she moved on to the details of 
what would become my role at GR. Later I became more comfortable with her direct, no-
nonsense approach to her work. It is an effective method of extracting necessary 
information from her contacts without acquiescing to platitudes offered up by industrial 
and political power-brokers. She invited me to attend an annual celebration and 
fundraiser, a gathering to mark the conclusion of their first year as an organization. A few 
residents with a background in community organizing founded GreenRoots in the 
summer of 2016, after splitting off from the Chelsea Collaborative where they operated 
as Chelsea GreenSpaces, one arm of a broader organization whose mission is “to address 
persistent issues of inequity, which negatively impact the well-being of Chelsea residents, 
particularly those most vulnerable among us such as children, immigrants, and refugees.” 
(Home | Chelsea Collaborative Inc, 2018) 
         I opened the transit app on my phone, typed in the address to the GR office, and 
awaited the directions: Take the green line inbound to Haymarket, then transfer to the 
111 bus. Get off at the corner of Park and Cross street, then walk 0.7 miles to the office. 
Easy enough, I thought. Total distance six miles. Travel time, one hour. One hour…that 
cannot be right. Nevertheless, that was the estimated time. I packed my backpack with 
my laptop and charger, a notepad, pens, water, and a granola bar. You never know what 
you may encounter in the field. 
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The train ride was easy enough, no delays today. I disembarked at 
Haymarket, and as I reached the top steps of the exit I saw a large crowd amassed 
around a pole that marked route the pick-up spot for route 111. Perfect, I thought. 
More potential passengers gathered as I waited by the already large crowd. The 
bus arrives every ten minutes. I remember thinking that this route must be 
serviced by one of those double-length vehicles, the kind with an accordion-like 
section. Looking left, I saw the shuttle rounding the corner towards us, its yellow-
striped exterior creeping through the congestion. The destination indicator reads 
111-Woodlawn. The crowd around me edges toward the curb, exasperated. A 
group of women were jockeying to position themselves at the point of departure, 
the operator stopped to let off the load of inbound travelers down the curb, away 
from the waiting passengers. A second operator appeared from behind us, the 
familiar T-patch emblazoned on her blue sweater. She told us to back up and let 
the bus get to the stop. It is a single-length vehicle, not the double I was 
expecting. I thought, there is no way that all of us are getting on this bus. By now 
its eight minutes past the ten-minute service interval. The bus approached and 
opened its doors. I felt the push of the crowd behind me. We bottlenecked into a 
semi-organized line. Some people carried a Charlie Card–the MBTAs transit 
payment system–available to load by the dollar or by the week. Others had cash; 
some had a paper ticket. The driver saw someone approaching with a fistful of 
coins and waves them on. Maybe an act of kindness, or more likely one meant to 
keep the line moving—perhaps both. As I shuffled toward the open door I kept an 
 4 
eye on the passengers filing in, running estimates in my head of how many more 
people would get on and how many were still left between me and the door. As 
my chances of getting on diminished by the second, the MBTA employee in 
charge of passenger-wrangling informed us all that the bus was at capacity. We 
had to wait for the next one. Multilingual grumblings emanated around me as a 
few more people slipped through the shutting doors. The next bus took just as 
long to arrive as the one before it, and the boarding process was the same. This 
time, I was in position to make it aboard. I gathered with fellow commuters well 
before our ride pulled in, maneuvering for position as politely as I could. 
Once we were en-route, the ride to Chelsea was a quick shot up the 
Northeast Expressway over the ever-under-construction Tobin Bridge, one of 
Boston’s main arteries. The expanse stretches high over the Mystic River. Out the 
window, I saw a car lot full of Subaru’s,2 and smoke stacks rising from lots that 
housed industrial aggregate, concrete, and refuse. Looking to the other side, I saw 
a mound of what I would soon learn are mineral salts and a scattering of 
unassuming battleship-grey holding tanks a few feet from the waters’ edge. The 
piles reached almost to the height of the bridge. Straight down, I saw a few 
recreational boats cruising along–enjoying the crisp but pleasant air of early fall, 
unconcerned with the surrounding industrial installations. 
                                               
2 Diversified Automotive operates in Charlestown MA and receives 600,000 vehicles per year. 
https://diversifiedauto.com/company/ 
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The bus driver exited US 1 with an unexpected merge that sent passengers 
bouncing off one another—more multilingual grumbles—as he turned the shuttle 
down Beacon and onto Park Street. Realizing my stop was next, I hit the button 
and made eye contact with those around me to alert them, hoping to lessen 
resistance on my path towards the door. After disembarking I looked at my map 
again to navigate from the convergence of Park, Congress, Cross, and Pearl 
streets to the GR office. Noting the time, I saw that the one-hour estimate had 
been less than accurate. The trip had already taken over an hour and I still had a 
twenty-minute walk ahead. 
The streets of Chelsea resemble those of many neighborhoods in Boston–
haphazard roadways lined with multi-family homes, but this was the first time I 
have seen a Spanish-language sign since I had moved to the region. I was around 
a bit because construction vehicles and orange barrels blocked a few roads that I 
was supposed to take. I ended up walking by a school and a park, both filled with 
young residents shouting and playing–enjoying this autumn afternoon. I also 
passed by the Chelsea community garden. I turned a corner and headed down a 
steep hill towards Marginal street, in front of me was the entrance for Eastern 
Minerals. The white mountains of mineral salts I had seen from the Tobin now 
stood in the background, covered with a voluminous tarp and obscuring views of 
the Chelsea Creek. Now reoriented, I saw the GreenRoots building on the 
horizon. I crossed the street, dodging semi-trucks in the absence of a crosswalk. 
Suddenly, it hit me, a scent I had never experienced before. I stopped in my tracks 
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and gagged. Looking around for the source of the stench, I saw brick building that 
seemed to be a holdover from Chelsea’s industrial past. Its windows were broken, 
some boarded up, and others stuffed with the kind of fiberglass insulation that 
lined the walls of the basement in my childhood home. A weathered sign read 
“Boston Hides & Furs LTD.” Fumes from the tannery, commingling with 
chemicals and flesh, were seeping through the broken panes. 
Moving past the tannery fumes, I was almost at the office. The wafting air 
had distracted me from a gigantic tanker looming in the creek adjacent to the GR 
building. This maritime vessel is larger than any I had seen before, its hull 
spanning what seems to be the entire width of the channel, obscuring my field of 
vision. I am shocked that such a vessel is permitted to navigate this waterway, a 
tributary of Boston Harbor. My curiosity got the best of me, and I pulled out my 
phone to look up information about the ship. “FOURNI.” A Greek Oil/Chemical 
tanker, 183m long, 32m breadth, Gross Weight 29,663 tons. The massive vessel 
crept along the waterway, ushered along by an escort of tugboats. As I neared the 
office I heard music, what seemed to me like a Bachata rhythm, echoing off the 
tanker’s sides–reverberating back into the city streets. I rounded the corner and 
saw a band tucked into the corner of the lot outside GR. When Diane had said 
there was going to be a celebration, she had not lied. Several dozen people 
gathered around the musicians. Some were dancing, others stood in conversation,  
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Figure 1. The Tannery Building 
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while a few children sat on a riverside bench, waiting for the Fourni to clear from 
their view.  
More people milled about inside the office, some lining up in front of a 
makeshift buffet table covered with trays of food—salad, pizzas, burritos, flautas, 
and pupusas with curtido. At the far end of the room, a counter served as a bar, 
the woman behind it taking drink orders. I mingled with some of the attendees. 
Unsurprisingly, most of the people in attendance were from Chelsea; some 
resided in East Boston. All were there because they had an interest in 
GreenRoots’ mission, however they interpreted it. A few minutes later, Marta—a 
woman I would later meet—announced that the program was about to start, and 
instructed everyone to go out into the parking lot to hear Diane speak. The band 
moved aside and gave way to Diane. She stood small in stature compared the 
great tanker I had just seen, but with a larger-than-life passion for her city and the 
people of Chelsea, her extended family.  
Diane was in front of a chain-link fence adorned with a banner displaying 
the GR logo, a maple tree with its roots reaching down to fuse with the green 
beams of the Tobin bridge. While I do not recall her exact words, her message 
was filled with pride for the accomplishments of the past year, gratitude for 
everyone in attendance, and a call for increased support in the coming months. To 
wrap up her speech Diane introduced a few of the ECOcrew, GR’s youth 
contingent. She noted that they were in competition to see who could raise the 
most money over the course of the evening, and urged the audience to seek them 
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out and contribute before leaving. The band moved back into position and 
resumed playing. Diane disappeared back into the crowd, always in conversation 
with someone who wanted her ear about one thing or another, be it an idea for GR 
or a concern that they have about their hometown. It was clear to me that she is a 
figurehead in the community, and one to be reckoned with.3 
This first encounter with Chelsea and GreenRoots set the stage for the time that I 
spent embedded in the organization as a researcher. One journey provided me with the 
jumping-off point for this work. I saw some of the challenges that the community faced, 
poor transit infrastructure, environmental hazards, and the heavy hand of industrial 
institutions that were dominating the regions natural resources–turning recreational 
waterways into highways of commerce. One thing I did not see on that first night–or any 
other time I was in Chelsea–was anyone who I could readily identified as “sick.” Quite 
the opposite, in fact. I encountered people who love their City and see it as a beautiful 
place for them and their families. During conversations and interviews, informants 
responded with positive thoughts and feelings about their home. At GreenRoots, smiles 
and laughter were always in abundance. The issues at hand are population based and less 
individual, more chronic than acute. When residents do talk about their city’s–their 
home’s–role in the surrounding community they repeat a refrain; Chelsea provides 
services and resources like home heating oil, produce, road salt, and expansive vehicle 
storage lots; “carrying a burden for the region.” If the region were a body then this city is 
the bearer of disease. Residents recognize the presence of environmental health risks, and 
                                               
3 Fieldnotes, 2017 
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those who work with GR fill a gap in “treating” disproportionate distribution of 
environmental health risks through political and social means. 
Research and Chapter Summary 
I completed much of my research through an internship with GreenRoots 
spanning eleven months, and subsequent (and sometimes overlapping) intensive 
fieldwork lasting three months after my internship ended. My responsibilities included in-
office work: Placing calls and sending emails to individuals to gather information about 
project permitting in Chelsea and Boston, combing through several state and federal 
environmental laws in search of relevant passages for use in upcoming public information 
meetings with developers, and making myself available to assist the staff in any way they 
needed. I also assisted with several off-site projects: Tabling (donning a GR t-shirt 
joining a few staff at a folding table on the streets of Chelsea and East Boston to raise 
awareness about the current state of environmental health) and accompanying my 
informants when they attended meetings hosted by local government and academic 
institutions.  
  I came in to my time at GR with the question: How do residents of an 
environmental justice area combat and mitigate structurally instituted environmental 
health risks. Through my experiences with GreenRoots and discussions with my 
informants I discovered that they inhabit a field4 of knowledge and agency. My question 
came into sharper focus and I began to pay attention to and ask questions about 
                                               
4 For more on field, see Chapter IV 
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knowledge acquisition, permeable cultural boundaries, and how residents become 
activists. In this thesis, which brings together my findings and analysis, I argue that 
GreenRoots and its staff constitute a cultural system–a web of understanding and 
interpretation–wherein residents are encouraged and empowered to realize their agency 
(Geertz, 1973). The work of a resident-activist involves identifying culturally-salient 
health risks, inequities and injustices that amount to hegemonic control over spaces and 
bodies on the part of industrial titans and governmental regulations. Cultural hegemony, 
as Gramsci, discusses it, is  
“spontaneous” consent given by the great masses of the population 
to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant 
fundamental group; this consent is 'historically' caused by the prestige 
(and consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of 
its position and function in the world of production (1971, 12).  
I would argue that in Chelsea that consent is less than accurate because of the 
work that GR has done and is doing. The aim of the organization, what Gramscian 
scholars might call counter-hegemonic5, is to inform and mobilize the great masses of 
their city upstream–against the tide of environmental health risk, development that ushers 
in gentrification, and towards a unified vision of a what they call a “Healthy Chelsea.” 
Before I address my research question my background chapter (II) explores the 
evolution of environmental justice (EJ). I discuss a brief history of EJ in the US, the 
                                               
5 Pratt (2004) notes that while Gramsci himself did not use the term counter-hegemony, the term has been 
developed by others such as Boggs (1984) to denote efforts to dismantle hegemonic power.  
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issues faced by Chelsea residents, and a few notable projects that they have undertaken. It 
is important to outline the history of this social movement to gain an understanding of 
how resident-activists tackle issues in present day. Additionally, I outline some of the 
health statistics which indicate that Chelsea residents disproportionately suffer from 
chronic illnesses when compared with other MA residents. Finally, I outline some of my 
theoretical frameworks that I apply to my findings, and I discuss the methodology I chose 
to use for this project in chapter III.  
I begin my analysis in chapter IV by posing the question: How is knowledge 
about environmental hazards acquired in Chelsea? This question assumes a few things–
there is something to be known, there is a source of knowledge, and that a certain kind of 
knowledge or information is sought. My answer is necessarily incomplete, a product of 
shifting environments in the literal and figurative sense. At GreenRoots, facts about what 
is good or bad for the residents of an environmental justice community are not as static as 
one might think. Of course, there are the standard definitions of what is environmentally 
bad, namely air and water quality levels that fail to meet governmental standards, but it is 
also important to consider the ways that residents perceive these risks and the kinds of 
knowledge that is salient to them.  
In Chapter V I discuss the activation of acquired knowledge. GR is an 
organization of action, one that leverages information towards empowerment and 
liberation. Transforming knowledge into realized goals is a process that involves 
reflection and visioning. My participants practice a pedagogy that enriches those who 
seek to know and mandates action based on knowledge gained.  
 13 
I devote Chapter VI to a discussion of realized outcomes and perceptions of 
health. When GR actions and initiatives come to fruition they constitute a shift in 
physical space from environmentally harmful to healthy. Preventing industrial facilities 
from entering Chelsea is one aspect of changing space. I also examine how revitalization 
of city streets, new parks, and community gardens elicits a change in thinking. 
Specifically, residents see their home as healthy, not hazardous.  
My conclusion returns to the idea of the field and habitus. I demonstrate how 
acquisition of knowledge, agent-making, and changed perceptions of one's home 
constitute a process of habitus change. I then consider what constitutes a health system. I 
find that when problems of health have social and political roots, they require congruent 
“treatment.” I find that sort of remedy to exist through the people of GreenRoots. 
Throughout, I have included photographs to accompany the text. These photographs 
depict some places and experiences I shared and witnessed with the people of Chelsea 
and East Boston. For them it is a labor of love. Throughout my research I came to 
understand what it meant to be a Chelsea resident: It represents something more than 
being of a certain geographic area. As a member of my cohort said when we attended a 
political rally in downtown Boston: I can tell that being from Chelsea is a mark of pride. 
When she [a resident of Chelsea] spoke, people in the crowd perked up and cheered in a 
way that I didn’t hear when others took the podium. Here, recognition of shared culture 
represents acknowledgement of the struggles and successes that make up a rite of 
passage, one that results in a more equitable environment.  
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Chapter II: BACKGROUND 
When a community perceives health risks, communities can organize to address 
the issues they face. This is the story of one such group on one such journey. Chelsea 
residents have the third highest infant mortality rate in the state of Massachusetts (MA 
State Health Assessment, 2017). The asthma hospitalization rate is 25.5 per 10,000, 
double the state average (Hulsing, 2009). Chelsea and East Boston fall within an area of 
high risk for five air-traffic related pollutants (Carbon Monoxide, Nitrous Oxide, 
Particulate Matter 2.5, Sulfur Oxides, and Volatile Organic Compounds) that are 
associated with premature death, Chronic Bronchitis, respiratory and cardiovascular 
hospital admissions, upper and lower respiratory symptoms, and work-loss days 
(Sequeria et al, 2009).  
Environmental Justice in the US 
Environmental justice (EJ) emerged in the 1980’s as a concept concerning the 
inequitable distribution of burden and environmental hazards like dump sites and 
industrial facilities in communities of color and low-income residents. Like other justice 
movements before it (such as the US civil rights movement), EJ rose out of the American 
South. In 1979 Margret Bean and a collection of Houston residents brought suit against 
Southwestern Waste Management. This was the first case to argue that a corporation was 
in violation of the Civil Rights Act when making decisions about land use, in this case, 
the placement of a solid waste facility. Bean, represented by Linda McKeever Bullard 
(whose husband Dr. Robert Bullard owns the moniker “the father of environmental 
justice”) argued that the placement of a landfill in East Houston, a community of color, 
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“was in part motivated by racial discrimination.” The court ruled in favor of 
Southwestern Management Corporation, but the final gavel sounded the beginning of 
what is now a decades-long conflict in courtrooms, hearing rooms, and on US streets. 
Linda Bullard put her husband to work as a researcher during the Bean case. Through his 
work gathering background for his wife’s trial, Dr. Bullard found that many private 
landfill owners operated dump sites in predominantly black neighborhoods. Furthermore, 
all municipal-owned dump sites were in neighborhoods of color, “though blacks made up 
only 25 percent of the population…In a city that does not have zoning, it meant that these 
were decisions made by individuals in government.” (Dicum, 2006)  
Houston City officials perpetuated this trend of inequity across racial lines, a 
practice that at the time was common across the southern US. Further research by Dr. 
Bullard began to uncover inequitable trends in the placement of environmental health 
risks, and his research generated community pushback towards creating a more equitable 
distribution of toxic hazards. In Dumping in Dixie (1990) Bullard details efforts of EJ 
groups in Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, and West Virginia to oppose systemic inequities 
that amounted to structurally violent 6 environmental health hazards. Unlike whites, says 
Bullard, black residents of the US did not have a long history of participation and 
involvement in environmental causes. More pressing issues were at the forefront of the 
civil rights movement: fair and affordable housing, social justice, income equality, and 
education. These more pressing causes took precedence over “saving trees.” 
                                               
6 Johan Galtung first introduced this term in Violence, Peace, and Peace Research (1969), referring to 
violences or injustices acted upon populations, observable or not, direct or indirect. This type of violence 
does not require a specific actor who executes an act.  
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 One can say the same of political interests in Greater Boston, where racial 
tensions over segregation and school bussing programs have a long history. This is a city 
that did not elect their first black US congresswoman, Representative Ayanna Pressley, 
until 2018.  
         Environmental justice at its core is a social movement, a logical offshoot of social 
justice campaigns in that they both counter structural vulnerabilities–the likelihood that a 
population will experience suffering based on their positionality with respect to social 
class, culture, gender, and racial discrimination (Quesada, Hart, and Bourgois 2011). EJ 
applies a social justice lens to an analysis of environmental health risks. Unlike other 
environmentalist or sustainability movements, EJ places emphasis on the people who 
experience environmental health hazards, rather than elements of the natural environment 
at risk (e.g. trees).  
When someone lives in an EJ area their body is given a designation. Their well-
being is legislated and decided upon by policy makers, lobbyists, and developers. In an 
EJ community, one can ask a resident what environmental justice means to them and will 
hear several different answers. Their answers always implicate power in some form, the 
need for it, or the way that people see power provided through the work of environmental 
justice organizations in elevating voices of communities pushed aside. Marginalized 
voices, emanating from communities of color, of low income, and of undereducated folks 
have more difficulty being recognized in halls of governance than the voices of those 
with the privilege to easily access and influence council members, mayors, and other 
civic leaders. Holders of privilege–an unearned advantage–need to put forth far less effort 
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than those without. Under or un-privileged residents have historically had to expend 
exponential amounts of effort to achieve equitable treatment  
Laws of the land like effluent guidelines and air quality standards exist in spirit to 
plug leaking brick and mortar structures. These same policies identify a place as 
burdened, a place of in-justice. Institutional focus on community burdens reinforces 
perceptions of health risks within the community and individual, adding to an embodied 
illness experience (Adams et al 2011). The same policies that indicate an area should 
receive assistance, or at the least a reduction in risk, inform those who reside in those 
areas that they are likely to be ill because of preventable harms. In the face of hegemonic 
conditions, communities responded by restructuring their worldviews and reconstructing 
local natural law–decisions about risk distribution made in the same way that they always 
have been because that is just the way things are–that had been leaving them out. The 
beginnings of the US environmental justice movement involved a recognition of causes 
and conditions of environmental risk: waste treatment facilities, chemical hazards, and 
their locations. This is a counter-hegemonic movement. If hegemony is “spontaneous 
consent” to inequity, then a counter would be the idea of thoughtful resistance. EJ builds 
support through grassroots organizing, to move the needle from negative peace towards 
positive peace (Galtung and Fischer, 2013), the absence of violences to the presence of 
equity, one form being a place at decision-making tables.  
Institutional Response: Research and Government Frames  
         In 1992 the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) established their Office 
of Environmental Justice. In 1994 President Bill Clinton signed Executive Order 12898: 
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Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-
Income Populations (EPA.gov). Decades later the EPA has developed an institutional 
definition of what is environmentally just, and has tools in place to make a determination 
about who and where environmental justice should exist based on demographic and 
environmental risk factors. EJSCREEN, an online tool formulated by the US federal 
government and available to the public, uses six demographic indicators and eleven 
environmental indicators to determine the boundaries of environmental justice 
communities across the states. (Percent Low-Income, Percent Minority, Persons 25< with 
less than high school education, linguistic isolation, and number of individuals under the 
age of five and over the age of 65). 
Massachusetts was the first state in the nation to adopt its own interpretation of 
environmental justice and create policy toward the conception of a healthy, clean living 
environment for all. In 2002 the MA Executive Office of Environmental Affairs (now the 
Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, or EEA) published the first iteration of its 
EJ policy. State legislators updated the policy in 2017 to reflect and build upon Governor 
Deval Patrick’s 2014 executive order, which established the Governor’s Environmental 
Justice Advisory Council (MA Executive Order 552). The updated policy expanded the 
scope of relevant protections of EJ populations to include energy and climate change 
legislation. Additionally, the policy now recognizes “vulnerable health EJ populations:” 
groups of people living in previously defined areas with more prevalent environmental-
health related health outcomes like asthma, low birth weight, and heart disease morbidity 
(ME EJ Policy, 2017). Existing literature shows that people of color experience increased 
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risk of environmental hazard exposure from waste treatment and storage facilities 
compared with white residents of the US (United Church of Christ 1987, 2007, US 
General Accounting office 1983). The effects of these environmental hazards are 
amplified in communities of color, communities whose lived experience of race is 
significantly and negatively correlated with their self-reported health (Garcia et al 2016).  
Chaborsky and Huang 2015, Clark et al 2014).  
  Federal and State initiatives further legitimized EJ in places of power; perhaps 
more importantly legislative recognition opened the door for funding opportunities and 
interagency collaborative efforts in EJ work. However, it is difficult to call a senator, 
representative or an EPA official and tell them that you and your neighbor have an 
embodied sense of harm from the world around you unless there is a published study that 
supports the perception. Grassroots non-profit organizations that advocate for the health 
of marginalized residents need “good science” to back up campaigns and calls for 
support. Throughout my time working alongside EJ workers I saw how environmental 
science connects residents’ perceptions of living in an EJ area, and the way that they 
experience their surroundings. 
Residence in environmental justice community compounds physiological effects 
through an increased psychological burden on both the individual experiencing negative 
physiological health as well as those who live with and support these individuals (Olden 
et al 2014, Dory et al 2017, Atari et al., 2011; Bullinger, 1989; Lejano & Stokols, 2010; 
Marques & Lima, 2011; Pluhar et al., 2009,). Studies show inequities in environmental 
risk and related health disparities between wealthy whites, people of color and low 
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socioeconomic status in the state of Massachusetts as well (Adamkiewicz et al 
2011,Yanosky 2008, Rosofsky et al 2018, Krieg and Faber 2004). Public health has 
moved toward embracing social determinants of negative health, and plays a key role in 
supporting grassroots EJ work. The experiences of environmental injustice and 
consequent health impacts are diverse, interrelated and complex. ‘Good science’ around 
EJ is still being defined as researchers are pressed to work across disciplines, engage 
meaningfully with communities and navigate institutional expectations.7 
In a collection of essays Dr. Bunyan Bryant, Professor Emeritus of the Michigan 
University School for Environment and Sustainability, outlines environmental justice in a 
holistic sense: “cultural norms and values, rules, regulations, behaviors, policies, and 
decisions to support sustainable communities, where people can interact with confidence 
that their environment is safe, nurturing, and productive.” (Bryant 1995) Bryant goes on 
to describe environmental justice as seeking equitable distribution of resources including, 
but not limited to, health care, living wages, safe work environments, and democratic 
processes, all of which make up a just community. 
EJ in the US is a pluralistic endeavor. The use of the term EJ indicates effects of 
and reactions to environmental health risk. Considering EJ as a reaction to structural, 
psychological, and physiological inequity, it is necessary to identify the ways which an 
individual and group act in opposition to the forces that perpetrate environmental malady. 
When one is sick in the US, they typically seek a cure through existing channels of 
                                               
7 Street Science by Jason Corburn and Uneasy Alchemy by Barbra Allen exemplify meaningful community 
engagement in the field of environmental health and EJ. In Boston, researchers Sara Wylie, Madeline 
Scammell, and Jonathan Levy have collaborated with GR using community-based approaches. 
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biomedical care. Individuals seek health according to their understanding and adherence 
to cultural norms. When a community perceives illness, the work of environmental 
justice organizations–community organizing, lobbying, door knocking, protest, 
organizing and operating phone banks, and hosting stakeholders who wish to engage with 
the residents--aggregate to form a remedy for the ill community. Environmental law and 
policy, environmental health science, and grassroots organizations that bring together 
interested residents constitute interwoven cultural systems, “webs of significance” that 
consist of the ways that a person and a group interpret their world and behave based on 
those interpretations (Geertz, 1973:5). In short, these entities are where people draw 
meaning. Environmental policy and research are symbols of what exist in a place. EJ 
organizations take hold of symbols that indicate illness–like EJSCREEN, Community 
Health Surveys, and individual illness experiences (knowing about toxins or hearing 
about someone who is ill) –folding them into their conceptions of their worlds. These 
entities exist to Chelsea–through GreenRoots–and create an environment that catalyzes 
the transformation of individuals (who collectively embody sickness) into activists on 
behalf of those who experience illness and the community at large. 
Environmental Justice in Chelsea: Early Years 
Chelsea is home to the largest produce distribution center on the east coast, if 
you heat your home with oil in the winter it probably came from Chelsea, and 
there’s enough road salt here to supply 350 communities in New England. All of 
the jet fuel used by the planes at Logan airport is stored on the Chelsea river. We 
carry a large burden for the region without realizing much of the benefits. 
(Informant Interview, 2018) 
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Pollutants in Chelsea’s air exceed by 20 percent levels the EPA deems safe. The 
city has the highest asthma hospitalization rates in Massachusetts, and among the 
highest hospitalization rates for heart attacks and stroke. (Chelsea, Massachusetts 
2017 RWJF Culture of Health Prize Winner, rwjf.org, accessed 2/11/19) 
 
One hundred percent of the 40,227 people of Chelsea live in an EJ area, each of the city’s 
six census tracts qualify under the EPA designations of low income, percent minority, 
linguistic isolation, or education level. Federal guidelines dictate that an area need only 
qualify under one of their demographic indicators to be considered an EJ area; all of 
Chelsea’s census tracts check multiple boxes (US census Bureau 2017, MassGIS 2010).  
Figure 2. Residents of Chelsea, East Boston, and Revere gather on Commonwealth Avenue 
in Boston, MA to protest the planned construction by Energy Management Inc. (EMI) of a 
diesel-burning power plant in the city of Chelsea. There is urgency and emotion that seeps 
through this photo. Note the two individuals to the left. One has their hand raised and looks 
to be strenuously communicating with someone. The individual holding the banner “NO 
POWER PLANT” is mid-shout–looking towards the camera. These individuals mobilized 
their bodies in service of a cause, making it known that they reject the proposal to further 
burden their community with environmental hazards. 
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In 2010 the city ranked twenty-ninth in the US and second in Massachusetts in population 
density at 16,036.8 people per square mile, but large swaths of land are zoned for retail, 
industrial, light industrial, and governmental use. This pattern of land use further 
compresses an already densely packed population between industrial sites, creating a wall 
of health risks that shut the community out from their waterfront and pollute the 
environment. 
 The Chelsea Collaborative (TCC), established in 1988, is a social justice not for 
profit organization that serves Chelsea's burgeoning immigrant population. Most of their 
Figure 3. The city of Chelsea is about three-square miles, this map shows that residential areas, especially the 
one near the downtown and waterfront area (Residential 2) is surrounded by business and industrial zones. 
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initiatives focus on serving the latinx population, with services including workers rights 
advocacy, educating residents on how to vote and engage in the political process, and 
young women's empowerment. The Collaborative was the home of Green Spaces (GS), a 
group of residents who fought for environmental justice in their city, until 2016. This 
group was the seedling of GreenRoots, a separate organization dedicated to EJ causes. 
GreenRoots harnessed added support from the Chelsea Creek Action Group (CCAG), an 
already dedicated group of volunteers and activists in East Boston, to form a single body 
of supporters and EJ workers. Members and employees of GS and CCAG who were key 
in doing the heavy lifting of fighting against polluters in Chelsea took the lead on a new 
project, bringing EJ into focus and moving forward to new challenges. They organized 
within the community and reached beyond city limits to leverage help from key 
stakeholders in response to environmental challenges. Chelsea follows patterns of EJ 
organizing like other communities of color that address social and environmental causes 
of inequity.  
Green Space Action Campaigns 
During Green Space’s tenure as the organization spearheading EJ causes in 
Chelsea it successfully executed a number of campaigns to counter perceived 
environmental “bads” from entering the community, and moving established bad actors 
toward healthier business practices. The law is an effective tool when combating 
corporations that overlook or actively go against popular health. When the public can 
organize and form a collective voice that leverages existing policies its harder for a 
would-be occupier in the form of an industrial conglomerate or a developer building a 
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luxury condominium building, to implement unpopular projects. Action that leverages 
laws, policies, and political power looks like information and idea exchanges and non-
profits with legal expertise lending support to community organizers. 
EMI Power Plant 
 
The group successfully blocked Energy Management Inc (EMI) from building a 
diesel power plant “250 yards away from the Burke Elementary School complex which 
houses four schools and more than 1,300 students” (savechelsea.blogspot.com, 2007). 
Organizers rallied community support (Figure 1) for letter writing campaigns, attendance 
at EMI community outreach sessions, and City Hall meetings by regularly updating a 
blog with information about dates and times of the meetings. Their strategic organizing 
process was aided by the assistance of ACE, whose legal staff had “an insider’s 
knowledge” of the MEPA review process (Krane, 2016). Members of Green Spaces also 
held positions within the Government of the City of Chelsea, allowing them to have a 
head start on the process of opposition. Knowing when and how to apply pressure to the 
Massachusetts Environmental Protection Agency office was a key factor in stopping the 
permitting process.  
Chelsea residents already deal with all the traffic using the Tobin Bridge and 
Route 1, oil tank farms, the state's largest road-salt depot, and several hazardous waste 
sites. Its 35,000 residents breathe the exhaust of tankers in Chelsea Creek and jets from 
Logan. A few miles to the west of the school is the Mystic Station power plant in Everett. 
According to a 2005 Northeastern University study, Chelsea is the state's third most 
environmentally over-burdened city. Diesel exhaust in Chelsea is five times the US 
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average, according to the US Environmental Protection Agency. The EPA sets a pollution 
level beyond which chronic, cancer-causing health effects occur. Chelsea's diesel exhaust 
exceeds that level by 20 percent. Its rates of asthma and other chronic respiratory diseases 
are well above state averages (Boston Globe; Boston, Mass. 2007). 
At the time of the diesel plant in Chelsea, EMI was also making progress toward 
building an off-shore wind farm off the coast of Cape Cod. When it came to light that 
EMI had a hand in an eco-friendly energy project in an affluent community less than two 
hours away, the public amplified their rejection of another dirty facility planned for 
Chelsea. Jim Gordon, who was at the head of both projects, failed to meet the 
expectations of the community from the start by lacking a through community input 
process (Estrella-Luna, 2009). 
The Massachusetts Environmental Protection Act (MEPA) requires that all 
projects requiring state approval file an environmental review, assessing projected impact 
and mitigation of environmental risk. The EEA reviews each proposal, and in the case of 
EMI, the secretary in their final review decided that the EMI plan lacked enough 
emergency response and safety measures that are typical of a site that houses hazardous 
materials like particulate matter, volatile organic compounds, and nitrogen oxides. EMI 
withdrew their proposal after this memo was issued (Estrella-Luna, 2009).  
Through collaboration with Alternatives for Community and Environment (ACE) 
an environmental justice organization in Roxbury, MA, and the Conservation Law 
Foundation (CLF), an environmental law group that works across New England, Green 
Spaces leveraged existing state guidelines (MA ch91, MADEP review) and community 
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support to pressure state agencies to apply the full measure of relevant statutes in the case 
of the EMI plant (Estrella-Luna, 2009). Local media also played a part in making sure the 
project was unsuccessful. The Boston Globe published a number of articles that discussed 
the Chelsea power plant, its opposition in the city, as well as an editorial:8 
When city of Chelsea in 1996 built a new school complex for all the city’s 
more than 1,300 public elementary school children, it had a right to expect 
that the already substantial air pollution in the neighborhood would not get 
worse. But that could happen if state officials approve a new power plant a 
few hundred feet from the school. 
The developer says the plant on Chelsea Creek would burn the cleanest 
diesel oil and, by reducing the need for dirtier power sources nearby, 
actually improve Chelsea air quality. It might well do that, but in light of 
the uncertainties surrounding electricity production in the brave new world 
of deregulation, state officials should encourage the developer to find a 
different site. (Boston Globe Editorial Board, 2007) 
 
 I heard Chelsea residents speak about some of the above issues as if they were 
reciting an article from memory. Their understanding of what burdens their community is 
at the forefront of their minds, and the institutions responsible for these burdens along 
with them. Not only did the oppose the plant, but they stood in opposition to EMI and 
                                               
8Boston Globe Editorial Board, "To Limit Chelsea Pollution," The Boston Globe 2007, Katheleen 
Conti, "City Pushes Back against Power Plant," The Boston Globe, December 24 2006, Katheleen 
Conti, "Energy Firm Plans Next Move on Power Plant: State Likely to Reject Permit," The Boston 
Globe, May 24 2007, Katheleen Conti, "Plant's Foes Aim Anger at City Chief," The Boston Globe, 
September 14 2006, Katheleen Conti, "Power Boost? Not So Fast: Diesel Plant Plan Leaves Many 
Cold," The Boston Globe 2007, Beth Daley, "Diesel Plant Proposed for Chelsea: Critics See 
Hypocrisy by Cape Wind Firm," The Boston Globe, July 3 2006, Peter J. Howe, "Cape Wind 
Developer Pulls Plans for Oil-Powered Plant; Chelsea Project Drew Charges of Hypocrisy," The 
Boston Globe, November 15 2007, Peter J. Howe, "Cape Wind Firm 'Unlikely' to Win Ok for Oil-
Fueled Plant: Mass. Environment Chief Cites Wetlands Rules in Chelsea Bid," The Boston Globe 
2007, "Menino Wants Full Review of Proposed Power Station," The Boson Globe, January 24 2007. 
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Jim Gordon’s characterization of their home as an industrial zone (Estrella-Luna, 2009). 
This one-dimensional label from an outsider failed to grasp the nature of Chelsea as a 
place where families are, where people live and enjoy life, as I heard so many times from 
my informants: Chelsea is a great place for me, and for my family.  
Ethanol Train 
Global Oil (Global), a Fortune 500 company established in 1933 in Waltham, MA, owns 
and operates four fossil fuel storage facilities on Chelsea Creek (“A History of 
Dependability - Global Partners LP” Accessed 2/11/19). Global proposed a plan to ship 
ethanol by train through existing railways in Chelsea and other communities on Boston’s 
North Shore. “Global’s plan was to bring in up to nine million gallons of ethanol per 
week by train, potentially putting millions of residents and 100 communities across the 
Commonwealth at risk of exposure to a massive fire or explosion.” (Annear 2013) 
Chelsea Green Spaces mobilized to prevent Global’s trains from running through their 
city by uniting Neighborhoods of Affordable Housing, ACE, and TCC, expanding their 
reach to the communities of Somerville, Revere, East Boston, and Cambridge. 
Collective public outcry motivated state legislators to commission a study on the 
risk and feasibility of shipping ethanol by train at the proposed location. The study found 
that “rail routes in the study area are unusual in terms of their density of residents, joint  
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Figure 4. . This flyer outlines the steps taken by community activists in Chelsea, East Boston, and Revere to 
prevent Global Petroleum from transporting Ethanol fuel by rail though residential areas en route to their 
facilities along the Chelsea Creek.	
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public/private use of the rail assets, and adjacent industrial businesses that may also 
house hazardous materials on-site” (Mass.gov, 2013). At the time of the study 295,267 
people lived within half a mile of the tracks. Massachusetts Department of Transportation 
identified 218,975 of those residents as living within an EJ area. 
The findings and recommendations of the MASSDOT study caused Global to 
withdraw its proposal, but MA state officials would likely not have recommended the 
analysis if residents and business owners had remained silent. Their three-year pursuit of 
public support--and use of legal resources--grabbed the attention of decision makers; 
forcing those in power to not only take a second look at the plan, but also to give locals a 
seat at the decision-making table.  
At the center of figure 3 a few lines of text spell out the risk presented to those in the path 
of an ethanol train: 
·      Trains with up to 3 million gallons would run through 90+ cities & towns 
·      From 2008-2012, there were 30+ ethanol train accidents in the US 
·      Plan would have increased traffic & pollution with up to 9,000 more trucks a week    
 
The easy to understand and informative points characterize the way that GS 
communicated with its body of members and stakeholders. Plain language allows those 
unfamiliar with ethanol and its associated risks to grasp the severity of the situation, 
increasing the reach of the campaign. Green Spaces and the Chelsea Creek Action Group 
played a key role in unifying thousands of people into one voice. In the cumulation of a 
three-year effort, then MA Governor Deval Patrick included language in his fiscal year 
2015 budget that prohibiting these hazardous materials from traveling through Boston 
and surrounding areas. 
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Produce Center 
The New England Produce Center (NEPC) is one of the largest fresh fruit and 
vegetable distribution hubs in the nation. Between four and five-hundred semi-automatic 
tractor trailers pass through Chelsea each day on their way to the facility, one that has 
outgrown its original storage capacity. To store perishable goods in a safe environment, 
NEPC operated diesel-powered mobile refrigeration units. These units were parked on 
the grounds of the property and ran twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
Estimates put the air pollution emissions output of the units at 2,000 tons annually from 
consuming approximately 480,000 gallons of diesel fuel. 
Green Spaces saw an opportunity to reduce the burden of air pollution in their city 
through the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act. The organization applied for a 
grant through the act, and in September 2010 the EPA awarded them 1.6 million dollars 
to complete the project, replacing all the diesel refrigeration units with electrically 
powered engines. In order to win the grant, the writers had to demonstrate that the project 
would have a significant impact mitigating air pollution, and that the community was in 
need of the grant. Securing cooperation by NEPC was not an easy task; the owner was 
wary of GS at first. Researchers from Boston University School of Public Health 
partnered with the City to assess air quality at the site, and it took repeated attempts to 
contact NEPC before they would return a call. In the end, the project moved forward. The 
produce center collaborated with GS, the EPA, and MASSDEP to replace 90 diesel 
powered refrigeration units with electrical alternatives and the necessary infrastructure to 
support the new storage containers. A thorough and honest process of communicating 
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project goals, needs, and anticipated results ensured that TCC and NEPC, two institutions 
that were once opposed, came to a mutually beneficial and agreeable solution.  
Eastern Minerals/P.O.R.T. Park 
 Eastern Mineral Supply sits on the bank of the Chelsea Creek, just down the street 
from what would eventually become GreenRoots offices. The company unloads 800,000 
tons of salt a year from ocean cargo vessels originating in Chile. Cranes load the white, 
granular substance onto trucks that make their way to 350 communities in New England. 
Hills of salt border Marginal avenue year-round, salt that wafts into the yards and 
windows of the houses across the street and into Chelsea's air. Ocean breezes, snow 
melts, and runoff from five story tall piles of mineral salt transport anti-caking agents like 
ferrocyanide into the environment. The EPA monitors ferrocyanide effluent, and while 
there are not known health effects in humans, it is toxic to marine life (Budavari 1996). 
When forecasters call for snow-a frequent occurrence in these northern states-a line of 
diesel trucks queue up to bring salt back to their towns.  
In 2009 Steven Rosenberg of the Boston Globe interviewed Anna Castillo, one of 
Eastern Salt’s neighbors. She said “she thinks inhaling the salt–which she says drifts onto 
her cars, windowsills, and into her doorways–may be making her sick. ‘I have a lot of 
pain in my muscles and joints. I suspect it’s from the salt.’’’ Regardless of any studies or 
pathology reports, this resident felt as though the pile is bad for her and her family. Now 
a tarp covers the piles, but if one walks down Marginal avenue they are likely to shuffle 
through the runoff as it makes its way down the curb to the street side sewer grate. 
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Trucks, surpassing fifty in number a day, careen down the street at all hours. Anyone on 
foot would be wise to keep an eye on them as they pass by. 
 
Figure 5. The piles of road salt at Eastern Minerals tower high above diesel machines that load tucks 
from towns all throughout New England. These piles are covered in the summer, but when winter 
weather is imminent they are exposed to the elements, oftentimes there is a residue of salt along 
adjacent roads as winds whip granules from the top. The trucks that transport the salt are a constant 
presence, often lining up along Marginal Avenue–creating a roadblock of fumes. 
GreenRoots and Eastern have a cordial relationship today, in large part because of 
the PORT (Publicly Organized Recreational Territory) park that sits creekside at the far 
end of Eastern Minerals property. In 2012 the company began expanding its salt yard 
onto a newly purchased adjacent property. The city approved the plan to increase 
operations contingent on efforts to create a seasonal park on the recently acquired piece 
of land. The Chelsea PORT park, a municipally operated facility, would have a basketball 
court, an amphitheater, walking paths, and dedicated parking. In the winter months the 
salt company would use the court to expand their salt storage based on demand. The 
designers of the park used existing structures—skeletons of oil tanks that once inhabited 
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the property—in their design. Natural landscape design minimizes maintenance costs and 
eliminates the need for lawn chemicals or an irrigation system. 
 
Figure 6. A view of Chelsea Creek from the front of GreenRoots’ office. The Tobin Bridge, a main 
thoroughfare between the North Shore of Massachusetts and the City of Boston, lies in the distance–
framed by a cargo ship docked at Eastern Minerals. 
The projects that GS took on illustrate their ability to work both with and in 
opposition to stakeholders in the city of Chelsea. For forty years, those who do the work 
of environmental justice work have advocated for marginalized people–in most cases, the 
advocate is a member of this group–in spaces of power. It takes a dedicated body of 
organizers, researchers, those with legal expertise, and the backing of local media and 
politicians to produce change. These individuals and organizations identify a sickness and 
their course of action is to organize towards a healing goal. The environmental health 
seeking process–identifying a remedy (or remedies) and taking the necessary steps 
towards it–is a journey wherein individuals recognize illness, and choose a treatment plan 
that includes the professional opinions of legal and medical experts, public health 
professionals, and lay understandings of disease (Fabrega, 1974). For each of projects 
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written about here, there were dozens in Chelsea that never got off the ground, or have 
yet to produce the desired result.  
Collaboration with researchers is a key aspect of EJ work, especially researchers 
who recognize the importance of a “culture-centered approach” to environmental justice 
and public health research.  Centering cultural voices in research elevates the voices of 
residents in perception and realization of health risks and in the dissemination of 
information about health problems facing communities (Dutta, 2008).  
Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) has been an effective approach 
to researcher-resident collaboration in Chelsea. CBPR is an action-based orientation that 
positions researchers as co-equals with participants (Minkler and Wallerstein, 2008). 
Additionally, those who take a CBPR approach adopt “commitment to critical 
consciousness, emancipation, and social justice” in the tradition of Paulo Freire’s 
emancipatory learning model (ibid: 28). In doing so, researchers who utilize CBPR move 
away from the kinds of research that result in a one-dimensional portrayal of those who 
have traditionally been studied (Tuck, 2009) and toward a complex portrayal of 
participants that includes but does not focus on the burdens faced within a community.  
Ms. Castillo, who voiced her concern about the salt piles causing her bodily pain, 
demonstrates the fact that residents link ailments to the presence of environmental 
hazards. Without a study specifically aimed at drawing a bold line between the two, she 
intuitively knows that certain environmental health hazards are bad for her and that 
something should change. Residents of Chelsea who I spoke with and who have 
participated in action campaigns and research for a quarter-century hold an intuitive 
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knowledge about what is in their community and what it means to them and their 
wellbeing. 
Over the course of their 25-year history of addressing EJ concerns, Chelsea Green 
Spaces (and then GreenRoots) developed their best practices, a methodological approach 
to take on institutional powers who saw their home from a singular viewpoint, as a place 
to do business. Power companies and food distributors alike failed to recognize the need 
to consult the community about their plans. In cases where community-industry 
collaboration occurred it required a large measure of persuasion before corporations 
would entertain the idea of a partnership to reduce toxins–in the case of the New England 
Produce Center–that also improved working conditions and efficiency. EJ methodology 
in Chelsea involves a collaborative effort between legal aid organizations, residents 
turned activists who mobilize in service of their homes and hold influential positions 
within the city, and institutional bodies whose researchers put into practice their belief in 
a community-centered approach.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODS  
 
 My introduction to GreenRoots (GR), an environmental justice non-profit 
organization came in September 2017. I began my work as an intern by assisting staff 
with several tasks, as I will outline below. During my time with GR I developed my plan 
for executing this thesis, with special concern given to its methodology. After some 
consideration, I decided to strive for a close approximation of classic ethnographic 
participant-observation, combined with one-on-one semi-structured interviews with my 
participants. In the end I interviewed 12 people, most of whom are GreenRoots’ staff. I 
could not have completed this study with my chosen methods without the organization 
welcoming me and allowing me to participate in their work.  
Additionally, I decided that adding pictures would enhance the readers experience 
of this piece. I resolved to incorporate visual data into this work through my own 
photography, that of the organization, and of participant researchers through PhotoVoice. 
While my own photos are a worthy companion to this written work, my frame cannot 
approximate that of my informants. My responsibility as an anthropologist is to present 
the worldview of my participants. I of course will lend my own thoughts to analysis and 
discussion, but the data I collected is representative of my perception of the actions and 
ideas of resident-activists in Chelsea, MA.  
My primary theoretical drives behind this work are critical medical anthropology 
(CMA) (Baer et al, 1986) (Singer 2004) and political ecology (Baer 1996) (Wiley 1992) 
in that “social inequality and inequality of power in society are primary determinants of 
health” (Singer 2004). CMA defines health as having access to material and non-material 
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resources that result in a high-degree of satisfaction with life (Baer, Singer, and Johnsen, 
1986). I use these lenses to explore what environmental health and environmental justice 
work means in Chelsea, how my participants take aim at tackling issues of inequity and 
structural and institutional violence, and the kinds of resources they gather along the way.  
Research Question: “So what?” 
 When I began the Medical Anthropology and Cross-Cultural Practice program at 
Boston University (BU) I was unsure about what exactly the specific focus of my 
research would be. After some discussion with my advisors, and considering the why and 
“so what,” I narrowed down the contribution I hoped to make. The timing of this work 
had a definite impact on my decision. In 2017 the executive office of the US government 
enacted anti-regulatory and discriminatory policies–on what seemed like a daily basis–
that weakened environmental law and de-valued the lives of already marginalized 
populations9. I saw and continue to see a need for a change in representation in places 
where policies are made and enacted. I honed my focus on environmental health and 
environmental justice.  
I was met with deafening silence in my first attempt to contact environmental 
justice (EJ) organizations in Boston. I would later learn that the lack of response is due to 
a few factors, but primarily, that the volume of researchers contacting non-profit EJ 
groups is too great for each to receive timely reply, or in some cases, any response. This 
                                               
9 The Trump administration’s EPA chair has implemented a “1 in 2 out” policy for new regulations, 
prioritized reducing EPA compliance costs, and replaced government grant funded scientists on EPA 
boards with scientists employed by scientists employed by industrial corporations (Farber, 2018). 
Scott Pruitt, the former chair, was replaced by former coal lobbyist Andrew Wheeler after numerous 
scandals involving travel and security spending (Davenport, 2018).  
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is not to say that the staff are negligent. They place a great value on the role of academics 
in their work, as I will outline later. The staff are dedicated, but sometimes there is an 
overwhelming amount work to do. Boston is known as a college town posing as a city. 
All the surrounding research institutions area come with, of course, researchers. The 
people of Chelsea and East Boston are accustomed to, and growing more impatient with, 
being the subjects of research that lacks reciprocity. Researchers who have formed a 
relationship with the organization and its members, who are open about their aims and 
see their work as a way to elevate community voices, have had more success than others. 
My responsibility as an anthropological researcher includes a concerted effort to 
maintain a respectful affect as I interact with and write about my participants who have 
decades long experience as subjects. I do my best in this work to face head-on my 
discipline’s ugly history of othering, and avoid it at each turn (Pandian, 1985). Up until 
the 1980’s anthropologists tended to misrepresent the subjects of their research, robbing 
participants of their voice and manipulating representations to fit their ethnographic 
narrative (Robbins, 2013). Even then, I had to be cautious not to turn my gaze towards 
these people in an attempt to reduce other-ness and “sub-sume the other into same,” but 
to acknowledge cultural differences and represent my participants authentically in this 
writing (Sarukkai 1997:1407).  
 After a few weeks I received a response from my contact. This woman who 
would later become one of my informants told me about an event taking place at the 
organizations office that was open to all, and invited me to attend. This was a chance to 
dip my toe into the waters and get a feel for the people of Chelsea, and GR. It was the 
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organization’s annual “celebration on the creek,” a night meant for reflection on the past 
year’s success while inviting new members to take part in the organizations coming 
initiatives through their actions and wallets. I mapped out the route to the offices (for the 
first of what would become countless times) and decided to make my way to Chelsea. As 
I did so, I reminded myself that I was entering a space that was not and would not be 
mine. I was a visitor, a guest. As a white male, my face looks like that of a “colonizer,” a 
gentrifier. I met as many people as I could in hopes that I make an appointment with 
someone in the organization. During this first meeting and throughout my research I 
remained mindful of how my appearance is often met at first with negative reactions and 
distrust. The experience of those I met and of their families lends themselves to an 
understandable first impression of my presence.  
I conducted this research in the year after the 2016 election for the President of 
the United States, at a time when people of color, especially those who immigrated to the 
US, faced threats of deportation and family separation. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) was in the news every day. News outlets carried extensive coverage 
of family separation. The people I met saw images and stories of people in cages that the 
government was attempting to pass off as holding facilities. The imagery affected them in 
a way that I could sympathize with, but not fully understand. While I was in the midst of 
my research, CNN reported that Boston Citizenship and Immigration service was 
coordinating with ICE to detain undocumented immigrants who were married to US 
citizens when they arrived for their marriage interview appointment, a necessary step 
towards lawful permanent US residency (Moghe, 2018). These facts informed my 
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decision to proceed with caution and consideration when making first contact with my 
informants.  
 After making initial contact at the event and scheduling a meeting later in the 
week, I gathered background on the city of Chelsea, the organization, and the types of 
environmental health risks present in the community. Through that research I became 
familiar with the organization’s 20-year history in the city, and their vital role as a point 
of contact for politicians, developers, and industrial contractors as a liaison for the 
residents to have their voices heard and needs met. Learning about the positionality of an 
EJ organization as an effective communicator of information, community need, and agent 
of change across multiple cultural lines brought my research question into focus: How 
does a non-profit environmental justice group serve its community, how does activism 
and activists gather information about environmental risks, and what are the mechanisms 
and processes of change in an environmental justice community? How, too, do these 
residents leverage their local-knowledge10 toward a culture-centered approach to research 
and policy? How do self-described “non-experts” establish themselves in traditionally 
closed off political and academic systems to elevate the voices of their community, while 
at the same time establishing a culture of agency, one that interprets and reflects on 
symbol of health as a precursor to action, among community members? 
                                               
10 Clifford Geertz published Local Knowledge in 1982. This collection of essays explores how knowledge 
is rooted in place and experience. People whose live their lives in an area or a time have  specific and 
empirical expertise.  
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Participant Observation: Being Present  
 I became a weekly fixture in the GR office. During that time my activities 
included tracking down information for the staff through web search, email, and phone 
calls, sorting through datasets, and taking genuine interest in the work done by those 
around me. I kept my ears and eyes open, and when the chance presented itself I would 
ask the staff about their current tasks. I made jottings (a short field note to refer to later) 
as they delved into the happenings of their day. I started to get an understanding about the 
region, and the role it occupies as an industrial hub for the surrounding community. I 
started to notice key words and phrases in the staff narratives about their work, and I 
made sure to make note about these for later. When I finished my day at GreenRoots I 
took what I had observed that day and put together a summary in my field notes. My 
experiences and notes from my first few weeks in aggregate serve as a good jumping off 
point for further data collection.  
My research relied heavily on my experiences as a participant-observer inside and 
outside of the GR office. The staff welcomed my presence, allowing me to take note of 
everything I saw and heard. My time at the organization began with two informal 
interviews with members of the staff. After an initial appointment with the person who 
would become my key informant, I met with the director of the organization. She is a 
person with a very full schedule, and after some back and forth we found an agreeable 
time for both of our schedules. Over the course of 14 months I spent over 300 hours as an 
intern for the EJ organization. In my capacity as an intern I performed various tasks: 
tracking down documents that relate to state and municipal level codes and laws, and 
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removing as much jargon as possible from the wording to prepare for presentation to the 
community, finding visual representations of a micro-grid system and editing for use on a  
 
 
 
Figure 7 and 8. Residents and stakeholders gather at the GreenRoots office for a monthly Members meeting. 
Staff stands toward the front of the room, commanding attention. Note the open black case to the left of Figure 
Seven, it houses interpretation devices like the one seen in the ear of the man standing near the window 
Figure 8 
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flyer, participating in community events like kayaking and pop-up parks, recording  
staff meeting minutes, and jumping in as a makeshift audio-visual tech for meetings and 
events held at the office.  
I learned that the nature of non-profit work at this organization is a state of 
organized chaos, a reality that I have heard is not unique to this group. My observation 
sites include staff meetings, a staff retreat, informal discussions with my informants about 
their duties and tasks for the week or month, and off-site events. Each time I learned 
about a new initiative I made time to find out about what the nature of the organization's 
efforts would be, how they planned to work the new efforts into their already busy 
schedules, and what they as EJ workers viewed as a satisfactory outcome.  
 Environmental justice in the US is a multi-lingual endeavor. Part of my challenge 
as a researcher of environmental justice is my limited understanding of the Spanish 
language. GR is committed to linguistic justice. They have interpreters at each of their 
community meetings and events who translate bi-directionally for those who have a 
limited grasp of either Spanish or English. However, I often wondered if my presence 
caused the staff to speak mostly in English. I did not want individual accommodations in 
situations when the regular staff would have been comfortable speaking in their native 
language, but I appreciated that the organization made me feel welcome. Over time I 
noticed that most of the staff would flow easily and comfortably between Spanish and 
English, often using both in a single conversation, sometimes even in the same sentence. 
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The agility with which they would code switch11 between languages and between formal 
and informal uses of language is a microcosm of the work they do spanning cultural 
boundaries.  
 One of my first tasks was to make an annotated list of a few regulations that are 
relevant to the area. Multiple state and municipal level regulatory bodies oversee 
regulations like MGL 91, which is relevant to public waterway access, and zoning 
ordinances that dictate the appropriate placement of buildings in the city. As I was 
halfway through my research for this task I noticed myself speaking like an EJ worker. 
Acronyms that were foreign to me when I arrived; DPA, MGL, MASSPORT, MADEP 
and several others, became immediately recognizable and useful in my capacity at the 
organization. I noticed that the relevant laws seemed vague, perhaps on purpose to leave 
room for interpretation and argument. In many cases a regulation would defer to another, 
and then another, creating an almost un-interpretable multi-layered regulatory nightmare 
for an untrained individual trying to find out about what the city, county, state, and 
federal codes allow. Even there, I was barley scraping the surface of the EJ worker 
experience and learning about some obstacles that they encounter.  
 I became the de-facto secretary during the organization’s staff meetings. This role 
gave me insight into how GR addresses short and long-term needs, prioritizes their 
initiatives, and takes time to reflect on the recent past. I found here an anthropological-
like reflexivity within the staff. Each person is attuned to the needs of their community, 
                                               
11 “Code switching is defined as the practice of selecting or altering linguistic elements so as to 
contextualize talk in interaction” (Nilep, 2006:1) Chelsea residents employ the practice to emphasize 
certain parts of speech and to communicate effectively with members that are comfortable with Spanish, 
English, Policy-based language, and public health discourse. 
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and is sure to steer organization towards what is best for their member base. After each 
meeting I added relevant data to my field notes.  
Occupying this role as part of my internship was critical to the early stages of my 
research. The staff meetings are where my mind shifted, and I began to see these people, 
the EJ workers, as my primary participants. Previously had I hoped to have discussions 
with them and to take what I gleaned back to residents not employed by the organization, 
thereby gaining insight into how the non-EJ worker views environmental health and 
environmental justice in their city. I came to realize that these resident-activists who 
found a home as an EJ worker are the central actors. These people who live and work in 
the community are the vital link between populations of professional and non-
professional stakeholders. I decided to refocus my initial plan and to concentrate on the 
lived experiences and operational methods of EJ work and how the EJ resident-worker 
crosses numerous cultural boundaries in search of a remedy for what ails their 
community.  
My experience as note-taker revealed that the most important work that these 
people do takes place outside of the building’s walls. Being an EJ worker means wearing 
many hats, and sometimes trekking back and forth across the city and state for 
community outreach or taking meetings with stakeholders and developers. Following 
that, I asked my supervisor if I could augment my time in the office by attending off-site 
events with the staff. By leveraging my knowledge of what would be taking place in the 
coming weeks and months I was able to map out a plan of action and attend at least one 
off-site event per week. I coordinated with the director and the staff member who would 
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be the lead on each event to be sure that they were aware and welcoming of my presence. 
I made it a point to never show up unannounced or without a purpose. My role became 
that of a kayak hauler, videographer, photographer, audio-visual tech, coordinator of 
social media, and general supporter of the cause. Through participant-observation I 
traveled to a variety of places: Boardrooms, conferences, city meetings, public parks, and 
city streets. Each location serves a purpose in EJ work, and the presence of the worker 
carried with it an air of reverence. People knew when they are in the room, sometimes 
immediately. I made note of how the individuals I accompanied moved through rooms, 
who they sought out, who came to them, the content of their conversations, and what my 
informants would sometimes say to me as an aside. All these sights and sounds shored up 
my research, and informed the questions I would ask when it came time to interview my 
informants.  
Formulating an Interview Protocol and Expanding Data Collection 
 My IRB approval process was relatively painless. I formulated questions for three 
different types of informant: community resident, EJ worker, and policy maker/another 
stakeholder. I made sure to format my interview guides in a way that would allow me to 
pursue information as it came up in conversation, so that a specific line of questioning 
would not be an impediment to seeking answers as new information became known 
through my fieldwork and interview process. I chose to interview my participants using a 
blend of unstructured and semi-structured formats (Bernard 2011).  
 As I continued to develop my interview guide and research, plan I decided to 
incorporate photography into the body of this work. Visual representations of the 
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organization’s activities and of the city itself are a helpful resource, especially since the 
place of this work is of the greatest importance. These resident-activists are very proud of 
their city and the work that they do for Chelsea. I decided to incorporate PhotoVoice 
(PV) into my research plan, in addition to the use of publicly available photos and my 
own images. PhotoVoice is a participatory research method that lends agency to 
informants by asking them if they would like to contribute their own photography into the 
research (Wang and Burris 1994). I was optimistic for this part of my work, and about 
building trust with my informants by asking for their contribution in a way that went 
beyond an interview or participant observation. That said, In the end none of my 
informants were interested in participating through PhotoVoice.12 
After my initial submission to the IRB I had to make one change. My original 
protocol had included a signed consent form, and different consent forms for identified 
and non-identified informants. All my informants are environmental justice workers, 
residents of environmental justice communities, or stakeholders in environmental justice 
concerns. Most of my informants qualify across the multiple inclusion criteria I had laid 
out: 
GreenRoots Employee 
Has attended at least one GreenRoots community meeting 
Interacts with GreenRoots social media 
Present at public events/hearings in the capacity of stakeholder or 
interested party 
Present at industry events in the capacity of stakeholder or interested party 
                                               
12 My key informants were un-surprised that residents declined to participate in PV. I imagine that it was 
mostly due to still being perceived as an outsider who had a short history of being in Chelsea. Towards the 
conclusion of this research one of my informants described me as an “ally,” a title that I am proud to hold, 
but could never give to myself. Perhaps if I were to ask again about PV my participants would now be more 
receptive, after knowing me for a longer period of time. 
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Academic Professional whose research involves environmental 
health/environmental justice 
 
Since some of my informants are public figures and/or work in policymaking I 
thought it best to allow them to identify themselves if they chose to, but after 
conversations with my IRB reviewer and advisors we decided it was best that the 
participants in study be completely de-identified, as is the tradition for anthropological 
and other forms of social-science research. This left me with one minor alteration to my 
consent form, and I was off.  
 
Interviewing Informants 
  Though my potential informants ignored my grand plan to use PhotoVoice, I was 
undeterred in my efforts to speak with as many residents and resident-EJ workers as I 
could. The organization holds a monthly member meeting where 20 or so residents come 
to talk about their concerns, to hear about the organizations upcoming initiatives, and to 
provide feedback to staff about what they want to see in their city as part of the City’s 
“vision project,” a part of the upcoming Municipal Harbor Plan that is currently in the 
community outreach stage. I recognized that this monthly gathering would be the best 
place to find participants for this study. As soon as I received IRB approval, I asked the 
director if they would allow me to briefly speak to the staff and members in attendance 
about participating, and she agreed. As it turned out, there would be no monthly meetings 
for the next two months due to staff’s schedules conflicting with other events, or because 
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the overall schedule of the organization could not support the monthly meeting due to a 
lack of resources.  
 I sent an organization-wide email to inform everyone that I would be asking for 
their permission to interview them. I then made multiple mentions during staff meetings 
about my research, and again requested participation. I felt as though I was getting 
nowhere, and around the same time I presented PV as an opportunity for participation, 
receiving no interest. A few days passed when suddenly, the floodgates opened. My 
informants responded saying they were willing and able participate in this project. I 
scheduled two or three appointments a day for fear that they would all disappear if I did 
not strike while the iron was hot. I suffered from interview fatigue. To keep conversations 
fresh, and come across as interested and engaged during each session I reordered and re-
worded some of my questions–adding or discarding questions if the I noticed data 
saturation.13  
In the end I interviewed 11 individuals, seven of whom identified as female, three 
as male, and one who uses non-gendered pronouns when identifying (they/them). Most of 
my participants (7) are resident-workers. The interviews came to a total of 16 hours of 
audio. I recorded all the interviews on my mobile phone, and transferred the recordings to 
my laptop computer to prepare for transcription. I transcribed the audio files using a 
media player and word processing software. I decided to naturalize the interviews, 
removing parts of speech like “um” and “uh” during transcription to simplify my coding 
                                               
13 Saturation occurs when a researcher is not discovering new categories of response or further novel data is 
unable to be obtained (Bernard, 2011; Fusch and Ness, 2015). 
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process (Davidson, 2009). I did leave in some pauses or non-verbal cues when I felt it 
was appropriate. Taken separately the occasional pause or sigh when an informant 
considers how to answer a question is important, even more so in the context of what 
comes after.  
Data Analysis  
Because I gained access to my field-site so early on in my research, I produced a 
limited set of a-priori codes–those which I thought would be relevant prior to engaging 
with my informants. However, this led to a rich collection of data-driven, or inductive 
codes–identifying markers of data that stem from observations and interviews–and 
themes (Bernard, 2011). I began to record codes during my time as a GR intern, drawing 
from experience in the field as a participant observer and through an analysis of 
anthropological theory. In later chapters I will discuss the ties between my findings and 
their connections to anthropological standards like the social body and body politic 
(Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987), the creation of knowledge and ability to know (Last 
1981), health-seeking and pluralism (Janzen 1987), structural violence and structural 
vulnerabilities (Quesada et al 2011), and an analysis of the discourse within and outside 
of the organization (Gee 2014).  
 Additional themes and codes emerged while interviewing my informants. These 
data-informed codes either supported a priori codes by providing further context about an 
event or phenomena, or merited a new coding category. For instance, prior to formal data 
collection I had not experienced informants discussing or coping with fears surrounding 
their status or that of friends, family, or other community members as immigrants. 
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Feelings of reduced safety and security hindered the effectiveness my informants’ work. 
Door knocking and canvassing are GRs primary method of expanding their member base. 
Making connections in the community through face to face conversation is an effective 
method of engaging residents. When a resident is wary (with good reason) of opening 
their door for a stranger, especially one who is white or white-passing, engaging residents 
is much more difficult.  
I used Nvivo coding software to organize and code my field-notes and interview 
data, and I decided on Zotero for reference management. I utilized the public social-
media pages (Facebook and Twitter) of the organization as a source for collecting data 
about organizational discourse and representation of the organization in local media. 
Almost every time there was an organizational event there was a member of the local 
media present. At some point during each event I noticed that the reporter would take 
time to speak to a few of the people who were present, I assume to get a quote or two 
about the event. A member of the organization was almost always involved in the 
commentary. Additionally, the organization will occasionally submit a piece to a local 
publication as an op-ed or a comment on a previous article. Multiple members of staff 
and non-staff residents submit pieces on a semi-regular basis. There are also articles 
about the efforts of the organization in the archives of local publications. I used these 
articles to cross-reference individual accounts of how a project or initiative happened, 
noting similarities and differences in how an EJ worker presents their account compared 
to how an author of a popular local paper presented it.  
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Additional Research: An Unexpected Development 
 In the fall of 2017 I made contact Dr. Sara Wylie, a researcher and professor at a 
neighboring institution in Boston. I learned through some of my informants at GR that 
she was involved in Social Science and Environmental Health work in Chelsea. Dr. 
Wylie brought one of my informants in as a guest lecturer for her class. My informant 
invited me to attend and observe. Coincidentally, my advisor recommended that I reach 
out to Dr. Wylie to discuss our mutual interests. In the summer of 2018 I emailed her, and 
Dr. Wylie was happy to discuss her work with me. She also mentioned a project in 
progress in collaboration with Laura Perovich, a PhD candidate at Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology. Their work is an analysis of resident experience of environmental health 
data and performative dissemination of Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
violations. Dr. Wylie told me they were searching for an assistant on the project and 
extended an offer to me. I accepted and came on board. My duties include data analysis 
and ethnographic evaluation. This new role gave me further insight into collaborative 
nature of EJ work.  
 Dr. Wiley and Laura Perovich took a community based participatory approach to 
their work. They spent months working with the ECO crew and other GR staff in 
formulating and testing models for a performance-based dissemination of environmental 
health data.14 Their focus from the outset was to integrate their hypotheses about clean 
water act violations and residents’ perceptions of these violations with the aims of GR 
that prioritize action-oriented research. The project eventually led to the beginnings of a 
                                               
14 For more information about this project please visit http://datalanterns.com/ 
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campaign towards a more transparent relationship between the residents of Chelsea and 
local oil companies.  
Participant-observation and semi-structured interviewing provided me with a 
deep, but by no means complete, understanding of the lives and experiences of an EJ 
worker, their role in an organization. The EJ worker is a multi-faceted individual, a 
community connector of residents, academics, policymakers, and funders in a place and 
time where it is difficult for marginalized populations to reach beyond their own network 
and be heard in a meaningful way.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 
  Resident-activists in Chelsea whose perceptions of health lead to a shift in 
thinking and action move through a process that resembles Paulo Freire’s emancipatory 
education (1970). His explanation of education and learning that empowers the oppressed 
is central to community organization and to social science research. First, though, there is 
something to be known. Identifying environmental health risks and the structural entities 
responsible for injustice. The process of identifying what is known–and knowing it–
involves a fusion of local and academic or institutional knowledge. 
Interpretative activities—in an environmental justice community one form of 
which is environmental health research, another is a community meeting centered around 
a response to industrial and — stem from conceptualization of illness, and influence how 
one reacts to perceptions of risk (Carrasco 2008:43, quoting Good 1994). It is important 
to account for power, and who holds it, when considering how one approaches illness 
within an environmental justice area. Much like western biomedical systems, the political 
systems that have a say in distribution of risk operate in accordance with existing 
capitalist frameworks (ibid). Hegemonic social and political structures limit access to 
places of power, the places where power-holders decide on distribution of risk.  
The field inhabited by residents of Chelsea–their practical, lived space–shapes 
and re-shapes their worldviews daily (Merleau-Ponty, 1996). Chelsians create and 
encounter structures and spaces in their daily routine that affect how they view health in 
their community. Part of resident-activism is playing an active role in the construction of 
their field. This process begins with an individuals' discovery that their surroundings 
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include things that negatively impact their health–biologically through toxins and 
emotionally and morally via their satisfaction with life. Informants told me about their 
first experiences as activists and learning about environmental health in their area. Most 
of them entered into the work not because they had an initial passion for the work and the 
cause, but because their perceptions of their community’s health changed over time as a 
result of contact with GR or its predecessors. Often, these people knew someone 
connected to community organizing and activism who invited them to come see what it 
was all about. One informant who has been involved with GR since her mid-teen years 
told me the story of how she became a community organizer: 
I was originally in the EcoCrew, I was there for around a year and a half. Before 
that, I would go to the (community) meetings back when we were at the 
collaborative. I have a friend who was a member, and I would just go to the 
meetings with her, and once my friend told me that there was an opening I applied 
and got the job. (Informant Interview, 2018). 
 
Another informant had a similar story of beginning her involvement with the 
organization: 
I did not necessarily know what a community organizer was at the time. I applied 
and got the job, and I started working doing community organizing around the 
city taking space from parks to build new schools. (Informant Interview, 2018). 
 
For them, engaging in activism, community organizing and environmental justice was not 
an overnight process. It involved gradual entry and identification of inequities that had 
always been present, but now looked at in a different way.  
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When I asked informants about environmental health in Chelsea most of them 
responded by talking about brick-and-mortar parts of their community, especially those 
that stand in the way of access to healthy spaces that would provide opportunities for 
recreation and leisure.  
(EH in Chelsea is) Muy Malo, first because of the closeness of the airport and 
noise pollution that comes out of that, then because here in Chelsea we don't have 
a lot of green spaces. We are very close to the oil tanks, we also have the produce 
center and the salt pile with all the trucks that come in and cause a lot of air 
pollution. I know that from the work that I do but aside from that I can see that 
people live without access to green spaces. (Informant Interview, 2018). 
 
Informants’ current perceptions of health in Chelsea and East characterize their 
surroundings as a work-in-progress. Even when resident-activists acknowledged their 
impact on the community, the work that they have done and that of those who have come 
before them, most expressed dissatisfaction with the current state of environmental 
health.  
I think back to how much better we are now, how much progress we've made, but 
still–when comparing to suburban communities or even adjacent communities, 
our health impacts and burdens are still pretty significant. We still have some of 
the worst public health statistics we have some of the worst air quality. We still 
don’t have access to boat-able fishable swimmable water, and there are there still 
lots of industries and traffic and lead poisoning, and a whole lot of other issues 
that are concerning to our community. (Informant Interviews, 2018) 
 
Embedded in this informants’ perceptions of health are some of the primary sources of 
information–structures that make up the field–that she uses to gain knowledge about what 
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is present. Public health statistics, sensory stimuli, and shared community concern form 
epistemologies, informing a resident about their surroundings and what options are 
available to select from in response.  
Returning to the idea of field and environment, it is important to consider the 
conditions that contribute to conceptions of illness. Pierre Bourdieu (1984) theorized that 
one develops their way of being in response to factors present in families, systems of 
education, and other socially constructed environs–a “field of play” that an individual 
must navigate. Collective understandings of illness, like those created and discussed at a 
GR members' meeting where a researcher disseminates results of an air quality study, 
lead to questions I encountered in the field about what to do next, where is the action that 
we’re going to take because of this. Public health research compounds with experiential 
knowledge–grounded in lifeworlds–about what an EJ area means in terms of health. 
These realities and circumstances, are also informed in part by political institutions.  
Take for instance the way that the EPA defines environmental justice: 
The goal of environmental justice is to ensure that all people, regardless of race, 
national origin or income, are protected from disproportionate impacts of 
environmental hazards. To be classified as an environmental justice community, 
residents must be a minority and/or low-income group; excluded from the 
environmental policy setting and/or decision-making process; subject to a 
disproportionate impact from one or more environmental hazards; and experience 
a disparate implementation of environmental regulations, requirements, practices 
and activities in their communities. (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
Office of Environmental Justice, 2000). 
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Looking at the language of the definition it is plain to see that the agency places 
focus on equality and fairness for “all people” regardless of socioeconomic circumstance. 
Meticulously crafted EJ criteria denote where in the nation EJ areas exist. One can look 
up which demographic and environmental health hazard categories exist in their 
hometown by using an online tool developed by the federal government.15 Checking a 
few boxes will highlight affected areas on the map, clearly informing the user of their 
affliction. Much of Chelsea is highlighted in red (denoting that the area falls into the top 
90th or higher percentile of risk in the US), letting the viewer know that the area is one of 
in-justice, where toxins seep into soil and particulate matter floats with the air currents. 
What the map fails to identify is the source of chemical or any party responsible for 
releasing it into the environment. This part of the “field” identifies an area, an EJ area 
(Bourdieu, 1990). Zooming out on the map will show the viewer which towns have less 
to be concerned about. These are the “suburban and even adjacent” communities that my 
informant talks about in comparison to their home.  
Clicking a link presents information that reinforces an idea, symbolically and 
pragmatically, about how their environment influences their health. While the intent of 
the EPA is to increase awareness of the presence of inequities of environmental health 
risks in affected communities, the tool presents a damage-centered portrayal of Chelsea, 
one that focuses singularly on conditions, ignoring hegemonic causes and structurally 
violent policymaking. This federal website has surveilles their area and labels lands as 
                                               
15 EJSCREEN is an “environmental justice mapping tool” that identifies affected areas. (US EPA, 
2014) 
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toxic. The decision has been made about how healthy (or sick) they should expect to be, 
and why.  
Credit to the EPA when crafting their definition of EJ for speaking to their role in 
just policy and “meaningful involvement,” but does fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement constitute justice, or a single part of just acts? David Schlosberg (2007) adds 
to political philosopher John Rawls’ theory of distributional patterns (in the case of EJ, 
distribution of treatment and involvement based on demographic indicators) by applying 
a broader definition of what is just. Not only are unnamed institutions required to 
distribute resources in an equitable manner, but must do so while considering 
“recognition, capabilities, and functioning—for communities as well as individuals.”  
There's an E and there's a J, so there’s something about the place and something 
about the people. People in the leafy suburbs have the wherewithal to fight an 
environmental concern, whereas the people here don’t. (Informant Interview, 
2018). 
 
The “people here” that my informant talks about are actors in the field of EJ, in the field 
of Chelsea. He introduces place as an instrumental variable when considering the 
existence of inequities and environmental health risks. Embedded in wherewithal is the 
idea that people in one location–the leafy green suburbs– are armed with advantages in 
the form of a cultural and social capital–that are less likely to be found in Chelsea. This 
capital looks like ease of access to institutional powers that make decisions about 
distributions of risk, but more so, it is a lack of consideration about where the resources 
and services they enjoy come from, and what it takes to get things like oil in their heaters, 
salt on their roads, and fresh vegetables in their meals. Chelsea residents see and feel the 
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process as it plays out in real time in their city. Conveniences that others enjoy with 
perhaps an afterthought of how and why they came to be are at the forefront of life in 
Chelsea. Residents recognize and affirm the burden of the presence of resources like jet 
fuel, heating oil, and road salt. They also understand the broad distribution of these 
commodities throughout a region whose population includes those with privileges of skin 
color, dependable and above-average income. The things that damage lands and bodies 
go off into communities near and far to benefit those who might not recognize the value 
of Chelsea. Suburbanites also enjoy non-material advantages in the application of 
environmental regulations as. Those whose first language is English will never have an 
issue understanding and participating in a hearing to determine if an oil company is in 
violation of their permit, or if construction should begin on an electrical sub-station next 
to one of the few parks in their neighborhood.  
The position Chelsea residents occupy does bequeath specific cultural and social 
capital that they exercise when called upon to elevate community voices in spaces of 
power and environmental decision making. As GR continues to accrue funds from 
governmental grants, private donations, and substantial grants from funders like the Barr 
Foundation, its exposure to new sources of social capital, “membership” in groups of 
non-profit collaboration, spaces of power like city council boards and community 
recognition of its work in Chelsea expands too (Bourdieu, 1986:47). Resident-activists 
are recognized in local media, are called upon to provide the voice of EJ in governmental 
and academic forums, but more importantly, residents are taking seats in  
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What happens next can depend on a several things: personal motivation to act, 
one’s ability to understand the data (one of the data points is linguistic isolation), and 
access to methods of recourse being a few. the individual is now aware (if they were not 
previously) of one aspect of the surrounding field also includes sensory experiences, 
media, social interaction, and physical structures that crowd habitable space like oil tanks 
and contaminated sites.  
Bourdieu’s concept of field indicates: 
a network, or configuration, of objective relations between positions. These 
positions are objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations they 
impose upon their occupants, agents or institutions, by their present and potential 
situation (situ) in the structure of the distribution of species of power (or capital) 
whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are at stake in the 
field, as well as by their objective relation to other positions (domination, 
subordination, homology, etc.). (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:97) 
 
Dr. David Swartz, a researcher in the department of Sociology at Boston University 
summarizes: “fields denote arenas of production, circulation, and appropriation of goods, 
services, knowledge, or status, and the competitive positions held by actors in 
their struggle to accumulate and monopolize these different kinds of capital” (1997:117). 
GRs field exists as a function of its position relative to political, academic, industrial, 
media, and development interests. Resident-activists act in response to their field and 
according to the cultural capital that they hold, how they embody their world. These 
responses are a mark of their cultural capital, their embodied state of a self-actualization, 
an understanding of how to interact with their world (Bourdieu, 1986).  
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Chelsea resident’s awareness of toxic hazards via institutional sources combines 
with experiential knowledge: watching smoke emanating from a plant, paddling through 
an oil sheen, shuffling through mineral salts that spill onto the sidewalk, and informs 
decision making. One kind of decision could be a desire to act. If a resident of an EJ area 
desires to seek remedy for the structural barriers that negatively affect their health and 
that of their families, where do they turn? A community health center or primary care 
physician can prescribe an inhaler for asthma symptoms, or dispense heart medication to 
treat hypertension, but these institutions have little sway when trying to identify root 
causes of patient ailments. Even if a physician is aware of the environmental “bads” 
present in a community, their job is to treat and prevent, less than to persuade.  
Environmental justice non-profit organizations exist to aid burdened 
communities. Part of their role is to connect and to persuade, to argue for those whose 
voice has been ignored by power-holding individuals and spaces of power. In the case of 
GreenRoots specifically, one informant told me that their mission was: 
to be the voice for those who don't have a voice both in Chelsea and East Boston, 
and to advocate for reasonable change in our communities… our role is constantly 
to develop leaders, people who are strong and willing and educated to fight back, 
in an overall sense the mission and the vision is to create a space where we have 
access [to places of power] and we have the power to make change. (Informant 
Interview, 2018). 
 
The perception of my informant here is that to gain access to power centers, 
residents must leverage knowledge, the embodied and “expert” kind that GR brings 
together. Information and power in the form of access to and recognition within places of 
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political and academic influence are necessary to the efforts of environmental justice 
organizations. These indispensable resources (education and knowledge, distinct in that 
education refers to process and knowledge a form of social capital (Bourdieu, 1986)) 
flow from within and outside of the organization. Researchers publish reports on health 
risks EJ communities in general, and Chelsea specifically (Ou et al, 2018; Perovich, 
Wylie, and Bongiovanni 2018, Levy JI, Schollaert C, Scammell M, 2017) Academic and 
professional input represent a single pillar in the process of knowledge construction. This 
scientific dimension commingles in Chelsea with social processes like desire and hope, 
and creative processes like envisioning change. One informant hopes for “people in the 
community to be at the decision-making table, and saying what they want in their 
community and people are listening to those folks, and that there's a distribution of the 
benefits and burdens equally throughout the entire region. Not all placed on one 
community or one type of people.” These processes intertwine in an environment where a 
“problem” exists, formulating knowledge (Nakamori et al 2011). Knowing is an iterative 
process that follows a winding and sometimes divergent path. Community activists like 
the ones at GR facilitate discussion–using local, academic knowledge–towards a 
community-based intervention. Culturally competent actors streamline this step of 
knowledge creation by navigating multiple spaces and integrating several epistemologies, 
experiential and academic. The GR members meeting is a frequent area of knowledge 
transfer and creation.  
Individuals and organizations seeking to build, or to enact policy in Chelsea are 
often in attendance at members meetings, too. Policymakers and developers enter GR 
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space to show face and gather necessary community input. GR is not passive in these 
interactions. In addition to hosting (sometimes unenthusiastically) outsiders who are 
interested in Chelsea's burgeoning development, GR representatives often attend and 
speak at civic information sessions, planning board meetings, the Massachusetts 
department of environmental protection, and conventions taking place at nearby 
universities. Stakeholders and bodies of information move across cultural lines, with GR 
acting individually and collectively as duty-bound protectors, ensuring safe passage of 
salient facts, or as one informant put it to me: useful science. If one gazes out the window 
of GreenRoots’ office they might see a tugboat escorting a gargantuan oil tanker under 
the drawbridge and through the narrow channel of Chelsea Creek, much like GreenRoots 
itself guides information as it passes through its doors.  
Figure 9. An Oil tanker floats down Chelsea Creek behind GreenRoots members gathered at the office for their 
annual celebration and fundraiser. This event marks the anniversary of their separation from The Chelsea 
Collaborative and establishment of an EJ focused organization.  
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The Field: Pulling Knowledge Down the Creek 
In Chelsea EJ is an action. Deliberate, strategic, acts that seek to maximize local 
victories like prohibiting a power plant from building next to a school, establishing new 
green spaces and gardens, or paying EJ workers, are the product of knowledge and 
thought. When I asked my informants about how they get environmental health risk 
information, and how they know that something is wrong, most of them told me about 
studies that had been done in their city by one of the area’s many academic institutions, 
or through the city’s partnership with Mass General Hospital. Informants also mentioned 
other outside sources of information like newspaper articles and social media. Knowledge 
filters through professional and local cultural systems, and GreenRoots actively gathers 
information about environmental health risks through partnerships with scientifically 
minded people.  
We have all these people (academics, researchers, journalists, politicians) coming 
in and telling us that our health is bad. We read about it in reports and journals, 
but what does that really mean to someone who can’t have a conversation in their 
own home or can’t get a good night’s sleep because there’s planes flying 
overhead all hours of the day? We have that issue on top of all the other 
pollutants: noX, ultra fine particulate matter, black carbon, jet fuel spills on the 
runways. It’s all piled one on top of the other. You walk through town and you 
smell the tannery, you hear all the trucks, you see the tankers coming in with their 
thousands of gallons of fuel (Informant Interview, 2018). 
 
It's on the shoulders of the community to respond, and people have identified issues or 
problems that have been obvious (to them). 
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Studies about sickness and health risks are synthesized with local experiences of 
environmental health hazards just as environmental justice maps and policies are. Part of 
knowledge construction is the formulation of sensory experience and assigning meaning 
and understanding to the things that they encounter in the field: the oil slicks on the 
creek, mineral salts wafting in the street, and fumes emanating from nearby. Embodied 
experiences of hazardous structures and information acquisition produce an embodied 
illness experience in the individual (Scheper-Hughes and Lock, 1987). One reinforces the 
other: felt, seen and sensed and heard through peers and researchers (at first). Academic 
collaboration and research are valued in Chelsea. It is another form of social capital, 
presented in the objectified state of a journal article or perhaps this work itself (Bourdieu, 
1986).  
 Synthesis of epistemologies begets resonance in concerned minds, and leads to 
questions. What can we do? How can we create change? Collaboration with researchers 
can sometimes be arduous for community members who are in need of change:  
Researchers come in with their forms and their IRB and ask to work with us, 
partner with us. We get endless calls and emails from people who want to come in 
and learn about an EJ community, to do research here. Then they disappear, or 
they take so long getting back to us. (Fieldnotes, 2018) 
 
A few of my informants expressed sentiments like the those above, that the volume of 
interested academics knocking on GreenRoots’ doors is sometimes too much to handle. I 
created a form, as part of my duties during my time as a GR intern, that would filter these 
inquiries while communicating to interested parties that their interest was welcomed 
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along with a negotiable contribution of some sort. Students could volunteer their time, 
whole classes that wished to attend an EJ information session led by GR staff could 
contribute an honorarium to compensate the organization. During the first few months 
with GR I met a few local students whose academic institutions require them to volunteer 
locally in a way that they see fit. There are, however, a few trusted academics. One of 
them is a member of the GR board of directors, and was integral to the New England 
Produce center project that replaced diesel engines with electric units in their storage 
containers. These academic insiders are one leg of knowledge construction in Chelsea.  
 Fusing local knowledge with environmental science has a history that goes back 
over a century, as Jason Corburn (2005) notes in his monograph Street Science. 
Researchers in Cities across the US–Los Angeles, San Francisco, Albuquerque, and 
elsewhere are taking the community-centered research approach through participatory 
methods. That too is the most effective approach in Chelsea, where researchers who are 
of the community and do their work in a way that puts residents on an equal playing field. 
Others have trouble finding a niche. Despite efforts to communicate their thoughts and 
ideas, those who take what Paolo Freire (1970) calls a “banking approach” to educating 
what they view as a burdened populace are refuted quickly. 
GR members meetings are a site of knowledge transference, and the home of 
social knowledge construction and transmission. These monthly gatherings take place at 
the GR office, a facility that transforms from a work space to a social space in a matter of 
minutes. City planners, researchers, guest speakers who’ve made strides in environmental 
justice, and developers have all come to the members meeting by invitation to speak to 
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the community. At times these “experts” come into the space with vigor, others seem ill-
equipped to present in front of the well-informed and engaged community. The following 
is an extended field note excerpt from one of these gatherings.  
A member of GR is someone who says they are a member. They could be on a 
mailing list, or not. They could be very active in their community, or not. For the 
most part, members are the ones who show up to GR functions like the monthly 
meeting. Like so many other gathering places, there are the regulars: the ones who 
are there rain or shine, or blizzard, or flood. I met a few of them and they 
reminded me of “regulars” that I had in my days as a restaurant server. These 
people are extensions of the organization, unpaid associates who are as 
comfortable in the space as those who punch in and out every day. At one of the 
meetings, one of the regulars (who I will call Lillian) enters the side door of the 
office and immediately greets the staff. They embrace and exchange words, 
talking about their kids and work lives, as if these two are family members 
catching up. Lillian turns toward the back of the office. Marley, the staffer in 
charge of ECO, just finished setting up some snacks and sees Lillian in their 
periphery. Both of their faces light up, and Marley offers some of the evening’s 
refreshments. There is always food here, sometimes donated by a local restaurant 
or paid for by whoever comes to GR to engage the community on any given 
evening. Tonight, like most nights, there are pupusas, burritos, and the like. Local 
eateries prepare sheet pans knowing that those who come to the members meeting 
do so on an empty stomach after a long day. A few “junior members” are there 
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too, pulling at the pantlegs of their parents, asking if they can go get a bite to eat. 
It seems like the room suddenly filled. Those few who are still filing in shake off 
the cold and find a seat, and the dozens of conversations that bounce off the office 
walls decrescendo as Marta instructs those still chatting to turn their attention to 
the front of the room, her voice reaching all corners of the office.  
The first order of business, as always, is to ensure that everyone in need of 
an interpretation device has one before the program begins. Marta introduces the 
interpreters, who speak briefly about the process of activating the device, and 
thanking GreenRoots for their commitment to linguistic justice. I have my 
receiver in hand, a black box no bigger than a pad of post it notes, with a wire 
running to a single earpiece. Tonight, the interpreters are using channel A for 
Spanish to English translation, B for English to Spanish. I adjust the unit 
accordingly and set the volume level. These devices allow the meeting to flow 
seamlessly from one speaker to another, one language to another, back and forth 
from any presenter to any community member who may have a question.    
A member of the Chelsea City planning board, a white man with thin and curly 
grey hair is set to speak. He is wearing slacks, a shirt and tie, clean but well worn. 
He adjusts his glasses as he walks toward the front of the room. I met him before 
the meeting started, and he spoke to me in an even, friendly tone. Now, as he 
begins, his voice quivers. I wonder if that is because of the audience or a more 
general discomfort with public speaking. The crowd is not hostile, by any means. 
Perhaps I am projecting my own thoughts onto this man. He, like me, is in a room 
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of people whose experience tells them that a white male has privileges and 
advantages that they do not. His presence, especially as an authority figure, 
reinforces local understandings of his symbolic body. 
His presentation is dry. Facts and figures in a slideshow on the screen 
behind him. After the first twenty minutes members of the audience begin to lose 
interest. By the forty-five-minute mark a good chunk of them have left, 
speculatively I wonder if this is because of other commitments to family or 
perhaps to head to a late shift at work–or because the meeting itself no longer 
holds their interest.  
As Leona-one of the GR staff-walks by me she gives me a look as if she 
has had enough. I had taken the seat at her desk, by the window, while she was 
seated nearer to the front of the room. She comes over and picks up her phone that 
was plugged into the wall beside me, and I ask her what she thinks of the City 
representative’s speech (because that is exactly what it is. Unlike some other 
meetings that include robust discussion and interaction, this individual has been 
the only voice for quite some time). She breathes deeply before answering me, 
and speaks in a hushed tone, meant as a secret--albeit a poorly kept one. She says 
to me that the man has gone on for too long and is talking at everyone there. She 
ventures to ask me rhetorically why he is there in the first place, but she knows. 
She says that people like him have to come and talk to them as a formality, and 
that they check their community engagement box on the way to whatever it is 
they are planning to do. I ask her if this is a common thing, and she pauses for a 
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moment before answering. The pause draws out longer than I expect it to, Leona–
aware of my research–considers her answer and tells me that yes, unfortunately a 
lot of times it seems like those who come in to the office see it as a formality.16 
The edge on that reality cuts both ways. It is disheartening (but not all too 
surprising) to hear of stakeholders entering a space where they are meant to be listening, 
but end up doing the most talking. However, individuals and groups come to GR because 
they know that if they do not they’ll have to deal with us anyways, so it’s best to establish 
a rapport early on. If a developer or enterprise whose business involves some degree of 
environmental health risk in Chelsea neglects to seek GR input, even as a formality, their 
efforts are often halted before they cast off. Other members meetings are more fruitful.  
One experience I had came through my involvement as a research assistant for a 
forthcoming project whose sights were set on a getting to the heart of making 
environmental data more accessible to the community. The project involves a novel 
method of environmental data dissemination, turning CWA violation data into a 
performance-based event. To summarize, researchers and GR identified sites of effluent 
discharge along Chelsea Creek. Through their research they found that multiple oil 
facilities were in violation of their CWA permits. At issue was the fact that the EPA and 
the companies themselves report violations in a way that is difficult to access and 
interpret. Through the partnership, they formulated a performative method to disseminate 
data on violations that occurred over the course of five years. 
                                               
16 Fieldnotes, 2018 
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Primary investigators partnered with GR and its staff to set aside time for 
collaboration. The ECOcrew did the work of testing an intervention and aiding in 
construction of 76 floating illuminated lamps, each indicating a specific effluent violation 
that occurred over the years 2013-2018. During building sessions, PI’s and GR had 
conversations about the data, and what it meant. ECOcrew members were instrumental in 
the process, building lanterns and taking the lead in placing lanterns in the creek on the 
day of the event. They provided researchers with insights into how they understand their 
surroundings, synthesizing their experiences and understandings with those of the 
researchers involved, making the event more salient within GR and Chelsea community. 
The researchers and ECOcrew placed the lamps into Chelsea Creek on a crisp November 
evening, letting them float while community members observed the illuminated 
waterway from a dock above, and discussed what these lanterns meant to them. All who 
were in attendance gathered together after the event to discuss next steps and decided to 
act to gain a more transparent relationship with local oil companies. This outcome came 
as a result of collaboration throughout the process, and then at the end, researchers 
releasing control of a result while the community concluded that the CWA violations 
were unacceptable, formulated ideas for a response, and decided to put energy towards 
ensuring that the oil companies responsible for the violations increased their 
accountability to the community through more timely and transparent reporting.  
The project was rooted in community-based research principles, and while 
navigating the needs of multiple stakeholders like researchers and community 
organizations comes with built-in challenges, the researchers I worked with were always 
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willing to do the work to overcome them. In the end, the researchers and community 
members came together to realize a common vision for their work, aided by constant 
consideration of community perspectives, integrating them at each stage of the research 
process. The community members were not mere discussants, either. Researchers 
involved GR in the crafting and design of an intervention, a months long process that–for 
me–turned the project into more than something to be published, but an opportunity for 
deeper understanding between various stakeholders with diverse experiences. 
Community members develop embodied perceptions of their environment. These 
perceptions take a turn towards seeing existing disparities in distribution of things like 
environmental health risks, and the buildings that contain them. Sensory information that 
informs embodied knowledge is folded into academic and governmental representations 
of what these individuals intuitively know. Good science, the kind that addresses resident 
concerns about health through a community-centered approach, begins to address 
Figure 10. GR members discussing the lantern event and formulating ideas for a response to 
CWA violations. 
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structural factors that override the desires of residents to live in a healthy and satisfying 
community. 
Accessing Power 
 Power is an undercurrent of the work that GR does. They provide community 
input to forces that are responsible for building and approving placement of petroleum 
and ethanol tanks, train and transit routes, and greenspaces. Foucault (1975:241) calls this 
the biopolitical, deciding whether to “make live or let die.” The energy facilities sitting 
board, MADEP, and the mayor’s offices have the power to place or remove toxic hazards 
nearby residences, or rather to put a recreational facility on the same plot of land. A 
biopolitical conflict is in fact at the heart of GR. Its executive director’s first experience 
was on a campaign to ensure that city officials kept their promise when they said they 
would replace Chelsea’s parks after building over them. Many of my informants told me 
that the power plant initiative was central to GR’s recognition in the city and the region, 
allowing them to continue their work and expand their influence.  
The power plant victory was great, but what made it exemplary is that the victory 
carried on to numerous other campaigns like addressing air quality issues in a 
collaborative and multi-sectoral way, engaging business in roundtable discussions 
and thinking about other sources of air pollution. It gave the organization a lot of 
momentum and really put the organization on the map not only within the city of 
Chelsea but in the surrounding community. It put Green roots on the radar of 
organizations where it may not have been previously. (Informant Interview, 2018) 
Power and its effects are a part of everyday life, too, just as it is for most people. My day 
revolves around the schedules of forces that are invisible to me until cause a disruption. 
An ethnographic moment here illustrates one instance of encountering power in Chelsea: 
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   On a crisp and clear day, I left for Chelsea at around nine in the morning. I 
wanted to be on time but not too early. As the 117-bus trudged through Eastie’s 
Central Square17 I noticed all the signs and tiendas (some that look as if they are 
closed, but I cannot be sure) that had become so familiar over the past few 
months. The concrete sidewalks look so different from the ones in Boston proper, 
as do the mismatched brick façades of storefronts we pass by. I reflected briefly 
on how this street, this neighborhood, was once so new to me, and how quickly 
that new feeling dissipated. The people who I have met, even for a moment at the 
bus stop, act and move in a different way than the people across Boston harbor. 
So often I see someone board the bus, greeted by a familiar face before they can 
cross the threshold. Usually I am unable to understand the conversation, my 
limited grasp of languages other than English rearing its head again, but I do not 
have to hear their words to see the familiarity and warmth that bubbles to the 
surface as they say hello.  
Now over the hillcrest with Chelsea in view, I saw a line of cars, vans, and 
trucks at a standstill ahead. Those who had been minding their own business 
moments before exchanged whispers and knowing looks. The bridge was on its 
way up to let an oil tanker pass through, meaning an extra 20-30 minutes of 
commute time for everyone. A woman–brown skinned with her dark hair tied up 
in a bun and with rhinestones on the denim pockets of her jacket–had two children 
in tow, one in a stroller and another standing close-by, playing a game on his 
                                               
17 Eastie is a local term for the neighborhood of East Boston.  
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mom’s mobile phone. The children did not seem to mind the delay, that is, until 
the mother took her phone back. I snapped into the moment, taking my own 
phone from my pocket. I sent a quick message to my informant, letting her know 
about the delay. She replied almost instantly, letting me know not to worry. The 
bridge does what the bridge does. I am getting a taste of what it is like to live in 
Chelsea.  
The bridge subsided, and traffic began to crawl through the streets again. 
My stop was next, so I hit the request stop button and hope the driver takes notice, 
instead of skipping the drop-off point (as has happened before). We cross through 
the intersection. The bus pulls aside. I hop up. Doors open. Quick wave to the 
driver and step onto the curb. The bus pulls away and I rounded the corner on 
foot, my view of the bridge now obstructed by the line of eighteen-wheelers 
rumbling at the stoplight-waiting their turn to pull into the Eastern Minerals yard. 
The salt pile is expanding, it is late fall and the region is preparing for the 
impending winter. The ever-present white tarp covers most of the hill today, but 
one end peeks out; strata of beige and white, in the shape of a sphynx casting its 
gaze over the city below. Another half mile down the street is the GR office. It 
comes into view as I round the corner, and I recognize a few cars parked in front 
of the building, Doug, Marta, and Cejas are already in. The three of them are 
gathered in the kitchen area, and look over to greet me as I walk in. Diane is 
already in her office, her door is open just a crack, and I can hear her talking on 
the phone using her business voice, very different from the intra-office tone that I 
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am familiar with. She switches code effortlessly. Most of the time, even during 
staff meetings, GR language is harmony of Spanish, English, and sarcasm.  
As I walk to my desk, one of five lined up by the windows overlooking the 
creek, to shed my coat and backpack, I hear the kitchen crowd talking about their 
schedules: the meetings they had yesterday and those to come later on over the 
course of the month. Marta is becoming an expert in micro-grid technology, 
meeting with city officials and residents who are interested in this emerging 
energy solution. When I ask her about the project and what it means for the city 
she stresses the idea of independence from regional energy sources-being un-
reliant on companies like Eversource, especially in emergency situations. I hear 
her words and I’m hit square in the face with the underlying premise of what 
Chelsea is striving towards: literally taking power into their own hands.18  
The microgrid proposal is representative of GR’s other projects as a whole. They 
aim for a redistribution of power in a just and equitable fashion. Discussion of resource 
distribution and equity is common in environmentalism and EJ (Bullard et al 2011, 
Schlosberg 2007, Banuri et al 1995). After coming off the bus that was delayed at the 
bridge for some time, I understand in part what it would mean to dis-connect from the 
larger power grid. Neither I, nor my fellow passengers, or even the bus driver could get 
that bridge to go down any faster. My supervisor understands that too: the bridge does 
what it does. In the future, Chelsea residents could ensure their security and prevent 
unexpected and disruptive power outages in their homes and businesses.  
                                               
18 Fieldnotes, 2017 
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The grid initiative is still in nascent stages. Marta learned of the concept through a 
meeting of local community-based organizations, a place to share methods and ideas 
about community organizing and environmental justice. She then brought the concept 
back to GR and its member-base to discuss the idea and to determine if it would be right 
for them. During an interview for a local media outlet, one member of the organization 
characterized their interest in the project because of “the fact that it’s not a helicopter-in, 
telling people what to do project. We’re doing it from the ground up” (Wilcox, 2018). 
All the work that GR does is aimed towards determining: 
Where should resources be allocated? GR is an organization of action; what actions will 
be most effective? We need to think locally about what impact we can have. Staff enters 
spaces of power as representatives of their city and their cause: city council meetings, 
energy facilities board sessions, and local non-profit “idea exchanges.” I recall a 
conversation I had with Doug a few months back. Part of his role at GR is to participate 
in quarterly “roundtable” meetings with representatives from the oil companies whose 
tanks line the banks of Chelsea Creek. Industry attendance at the meeting is sporadic, and 
has waned overall in recent months. One oil enterprise whose representative left their 
position in the company has not yet sent a new representative, and there is no indication 
about when or if a replacement will attend. Doug says that the meetings are cordial, and 
that the industry reps who do show up are willing to talk about any issues that arise. He 
does note that if a spill happens, or some other environmental violation occurs, that he is 
the one who brings it up, never the oil-men. They are willing to acknowledge 
wrongdoing, but only after a third party is aware of the violation. GR resident-activists 
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must maintain a constant vigilance and monitor their home. They should not be charged 
with that task, but is part of what they do. Regulatory policies and bodies of oversight do 
exist, but are not always enforced even when issues are brought to the forefront. 
Regarding a recent event where GR contacted oil companies and expressed their 
dissatisfaction with accountability over effluent violations my informant said: “they’ve 
been really responsive lately, after we called them out. When something happens now 
they call and tell us about it. I wonder how long it will last though, because I have seen 
this before and they [the oil companies] seem to slide back into old ways after a while.” 
 Knowledge acquisition and is a good first step towards agency. In my time with 
the organization, I saw a staff dedicated to tracking down and importing information that 
would lift up their organization and members. Like the tugboat, they secure the proper 
cargo, escorting people and information to their shores in the office. Unlike the 
commodities that travel along Chelsea Creek, the destination of these pieces of 
information about risk and who is responsible is not a tank waiting to be filled. GR forms 
a nexus where different forms of knowledge are transferred between knowledge 
producers and consumers and back again, playing an active role in shaping their field. As 
an organization that deals with issues of equity and injustice, they do the bulk of their 
work against the tide of biopower that has had a head start in deciding what goes where 
in Chelsea.  
When considering academic collaboration, a culture-centered approach is highly 
valued. Researchers who know the area and its people well are well-suited to engage with 
GR and its members. The idea of filling a waiting vessel with information gives no credit 
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to those who learn. Instead, the people of Chelsea take interest in their health and home, 
reflecting on newfound information, considering next steps, and enacting their right to be 
heard. Subsequently, the organization goes into action, doing the footwork of agency.  
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CHAPTER V 
 
 GreenRoots is a place where we disband passive culture.19 
 Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire, author of Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed (1970), formed a theory of knowledge and education with emphasis on the 
idea that knowledge is not, and cannot, be neutral. Information passing from one mind to 
another or between groups is inherently framed by political ideas and biases. In his 
examination of teaching Freire notes that there is a relationship between the oppressor 
and the oppressed that limits the freedoms of the burdened group. From his experiences 
with an education movement that addressed an epidemic of illiteracy amongst Brazil’s 
working class he developed the concept of the “banking concept” of education (Freire, 
1970).  
In this method of knowledge transference, one party is seen as the holder of 
information, and the receiver is reduced to an empty repository, one whose value is nil 
and merely acts as a vessel. This relationship between teacher and student limits the 
humanity of those who gained knowledge, it reduced them to receivers of a “gift” (p72), 
charity cases that existed to benefit from the holders of knowledge, of power. The 
banking system self-perpetuates hegemony by maintaining barriers between those who 
know and those who do not, even when some portion of knowledge is transferred the 
relationship remains the same. For education to truly benefit the oppressed it must 
                                               
19 19 Fieldnotes, June 2018 
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resemble a “partnership” (p74) between the learner and those who wish to empower one 
who seeks to learn.  
When residents are armed with information that points to a hazard and its source, 
there begins a discussion of next steps. For instance, the community knew that the New 
England produce center was causing harm to their city. A suspicion led to investigation 
on the part of GR and its allies–academic types with ties to the city. This group of 
informed citizens took their local and professional knowledge to the doorstep of industry 
and voiced their concerns. This act of agency–exercising symbolic social capital in the 
form of knowledge, and embodied cultural capital, a function of being of Chelsea–
represents a step in the process of knowledge acquisition, utilization, and actualization of 
vision (Bourdieu, 1985). Chelsians converted the cultural and social into economic 
capital (an EPA grant) by seeing an opportunity for change and advocating repeatedly 
and consistently until the NEPC was willing to consider the project. Only then could they 
present their evidence, walking into the offices air monitor in tow, and show the company 
what they felt and understood about their air in a way that was salient in the industrial 
sphere.  
In Chelsea this relationship is manifest at multiple levels. As we discovered in the 
last chapter, GR seeks to know about the environmental risks that are present in the 
surrounding community. Following (and coinciding with) acquisition of knowledge–facts 
about their home–the staff and members of GR gather and reflect on what is now 
“known.” Essential to this education process is the recognition that information is an 
instrument of change. This kind of education process is a liberating force, the kind in 
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which “men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to 
participate in the transformation of their world” (Shull in Freire, 1970:34). Transforming 
the world is a tall order, but the people of Chelsea have made strides in halting the release 
of harmful agents and preventing new toxins from entering their community. The 
accomplishments and aspirations of this group are possible through continued discovery 
and support of resident-activists, my informants see that as one of the vital parts of their 
organization: The mission of GR is to make everyone feel accepted and to have them 
embrace their community…it's just to make people make residents feel like they are part 
of the community and want to engage in efforts…the main goal in everything that we do, 
without people's voices we can't do anything about anything. (Informant interview, 
August 2018) 
            Agency has internal and external aspects. Internally, an agent (in the sense 
of an individual rather than a collective body) is a wellspring of action. Embedded in this 
conception is the idea that an individual executes an action after realizing internal 
motivations, willingness, and beliefs (Morris et al 2001). External manifestations of 
agency, autonomous acts that follow internal realization, happen within or in opposition 
of existing social order, feeding back towards internal structures to adjust conceptions of 
agency (Öncü 2003). So, acts that reaffirm and strengthen agency result from internal and 
external forces commingling in a way that confirms one's beliefs, motivations, and 
justifies willingness. In other words, what a person thinks about their agency has an 
impact on how they enact agency. Actions then fold back into conceptions to reaffirm or 
alter future acts. Bourdieu sees "the cognitive structures which social agents implement in 
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their practical knowledge of the social world are internalized, 'embodied' social 
structures" (1984:468). For instance, the things that GR does, operating within social 
order by collaborating with other organizations and academic institutions and giving 
testimony at city and state hearings, and in opposition to social order like protesting and 
letter writing represent two forms of strategic of agency. Their understanding of when 
and how implement a strategy is a product of their evolution as an organization and as 
individuals. GR intuitively understands their positionality in the social structure and how 
to approach their work when they encounter an issue that needs attention. Choosing the 
pen or the sword, to reduce it to an idiom, is a decision made by resident-activists who 
understand the social dynamics of their city. They respond to their field and shift their 
disposition accordingly.  
The process of becoming an agent in Chelsea seems to be iterative. I was told 
about and observed activities that I would relate to rites of passage, movement of an 
individual from one stage of life to another (Van Gennep, 1909). The early and embodied 
understandings of environmental health and in-justices that my informants become 
altered as these residents encounter their field as previously described. To diverge from 
Van Gennep’s description of transformation, it seems that one who takes on the role of an 
agent does so in a way that adds to their social position without subtracting a previous 
characteristic or operative title. Residents who gain an interest in environmental justice 
issues do indeed separate from a society that is less familiar or less willing to incorporate 
equitable environmental concepts into their personal epistemology, yet the liminal period 
is not characterized by seclusion, but the embrace of a new social circle (ibid). Ritual 
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agency making at GR is a process that is more drawn out, and less final than a 
quinceañera or bar-mitzvah wherein a social group recognizes that a young person 
becomes an adult over the course of a few days or a few hours. Their process of agent-
making involves messaging and storytelling that draws one in, allowing a potential 
member to gather information from a peer, a neighbor, a friend. These conversations 
happen at schools, in community gardens, and on street corners.  
           The staff at GreenRoots emphasize the importance of being an agent by recruiting 
residents and encouraging them to realize their agency, and then helping them reflect on 
effective (impactful, what does effective mean in GR) actions. ‘Actions’ is a term used by 
GR that encompasses organizational activities usually in opposition to hegemonic social 
and structural forces-- protests, letter writing, and editorializing all fall into that category. 
GR members and staff also act within social order as agents and sometimes utilize the 
being within and being in opposition simultaneously.  
Through my fieldwork I witnessed GR staff representing their community at 
various municipal governmental meetings, at conventions put on local universities, and as 
one of many non-profits gathered together for idea-building sessions. I also participated 
in the annual GR staff retreat, an external manifestation of internal agency building 
processes. The staff took a day in the beginning of summer 2018 to gather together and 
reflect on the successes and shortcomings of the previous year, establish goals for short 
and longer-term operation, and identify allies and barriers in their community. Reflecting 
and visioning constitute building blocks of agency in this organization, a way of thinking 
of acquired knowledge that moves a person toward action. Freire speaks on reflection 
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too, in his formulation of a pedagogy, as an essential aspect of action. “…reflection—true 
reflection—leads to action...when the situation calls for action, that action will constitute 
an authentic praxis only if its consequences become the object of critical reflection” 
(Freire 1970:66). He uses praxis to denote reflection “that is set in a thoroughly historical 
context, which is carried on in the midst of a struggle to create a new social order” (31), 
an extension of Karl Marx’s call for individuals who have been interpreting the world to 
take action and change it (1845, republished in 1967). In all, there were around twenty 
full and part time staff at the retreat. The following fieldnote excerpt summarizes the 
activities: 
I ran a few minutes late, but Doug was kind enough to wait behind and 
make sure that I had a ride. I saw his and Marta’s car in the parking lot as I 
approached the GR office on foot, and Diane had just pulled out, easing my mind 
that I was not holding up the whole day. Doug drove towards the front to meet 
me, and I approached his already full car. Ash (one of the ECO youth) motioned 
for me to hop in beside him, I squeezed into the back of Doug’s hatchback, 
wedged my backpack by my legs as best I could, and shut the door. We were off 
to Packard Manse, twenty miles south of Boston.  
Doug put the address into his GPS, he said he had been there before but it 
was quite some time ago. We spent twenty minutes or so on the highway, then 
exited and wound around some country roads until we reached our destination. 
The location seemed to come up suddenly, and the GPS app was a bit off on the 
actual turn. We were a long way from the city, trees all but obscured the street 
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signs until we were right on top of them, their branches extended out, full of 
leaves enjoying the summer sunlight, making the icy winter seem as far away as 
the office. Even after pulling up the drive, we were unsure if we were in the right 
place. Log piles bordered a parking area (assuming that was what it was–only 
because that was the only suitable place to park). The property owners/managers 
greeted us as we walked towards the main building, a century-old structure made 
of wood whose doors opened to dense woods and a picturesque pond. We were 
the second group to arrive, and a few others sat waiting on the sun-soaked porch. I 
peeked into one of the windows, the interior of the building looked to match the 
outside in its early 1900’s style, and I could see the sun shining through stained 
glass in one corner of the building. I found out later that “The Manse,” as its 
known, was formerly an orphanage and multi-faith ecumenical center whose 
community coordinated efforts in service of civil and women’s rights, and my 
thoughts are that it seems like an ideal location for today’s event. Everyone 
arrives and convenes in the kitchen, Marta stopped to pick up coffee for the 
group, and others put out some fruit, grapes, apples, berries and 
bananas. We all fuel up before getting to work. As always, there is linguistic 
interpretation available to those in need, and I already have my headset on. I find  
a seat in the main room of the cabin, on a couch off to the side. I am here because 
of my position as an intern but, as in other GR activities that I have taken part in, I  
try to stand to the side (literally and figuratively) so that I can listen to what others 
have to say. The room is set up in a half circle, with an easel and whiteboard set  
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Figure 11. Packard Manse 
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up in the center next to an old fireplace. Our voices bounce off the cathedral 
ceiling as we settle in, everyone seems to have perked up now. Laughter is always 
in the air around GR. The staff are not your typical group of fellow employees, 
there is a family atmosphere that comes with having worked together for so long 
on something that is held so closely to their hearts.  
The first activity is a go-around. GR has recently hired a few new 
employees, and some are part time. It is important for everyone to get 
reacquainted. Gracia, the retreat coordinator, one of the GR board members, 
speaks in Spanish. She says that she thought about how to communicate on this 
day. She is fluent in Spanish and English, but Spanish is her “heart language.” 
She says she thought that it would be best for her today to speak in the way that 
she felt able to be most open and honest, because that’s what the day is about. We 
move on to community agreements, establishing ground rules for discussion. 
Participants came up with guidelines for how and when to speak, and appropriate 
response etiquette. After a brief exercise where people described their connection 
to the ej movement by selecting a representative image, we moved outside to 
reflect on the past year and what has meant, and toward what we hoped the future 
would look like.  
Gracia led us all down a path behind the building stopping a few feet short of the 
tree line. Once everyone had caught up, she asked us to close our eyes whole one 
of the youths read a quote to start off this portion of the day: 
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All organizing is science fiction, we are bending the future, 
together, into something we have never experienced. A world 
where everyone experiences abundance, access, pleasure, human 
rights, dignity, freedom, transformative justice, peace. We long for 
this, we believe it is possible.20 
The sort of thinking that involves projecting oneself into their ideal environment 
speaks to me of two things: first, there is the idea of envisioning, making something 
manifest from conceptualization to reality, transforming the exterior to a desired state. 
Envisioning has another effect too, it reinforces the internal idea that these individuals 
should have foreword thinking, that this is an activity not out of the ordinary, but 
grounded in their experiences, they know their city, they are the ones who should be (and 
are becoming) arbiters of what is just and right, what should be in their city and what 
should not. Second, developing individual vision, sharing and refining a common vision, 
then deciding on practical steps towards common goals is a crucial step in transformation 
of ideas into action, and of residents into agents.  
After the reading we spent a few minutes in silent thought, then Gracia asked us 
what we wanted the city to look like. So often GR focuses on long term ideas about what 
                                               
20 Fieldnotes, June 2018 
Figure 12. GreenRoots staff gather in a circle to reflect on recent initiatives and envision their idealized version 
of Chelsea	
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the city should look like. Youth and adult members spoke up saying that they want to see 
the industrial buildings that pollute their city go elsewhere, and that there should be more 
access to the waterfront and more green spaces. We then filed back into the cabin and 
gathered around the reading room to engage in further reflection on the recent past, and 
discuss how it could serve us in the near future. I took notes on the session, as I so often 
did: 
I. Reflection 
a. Learn from past initiatives 
i. What worked, what didn't? 
b. How are current events shaping our work? 
c. How should we engage with organizations outside of Chelsea? 
i. Insider/outsider dilemma 
ii. Intensified with gentrification fear 
iii. Should be collective 
iv. GR assessment of neighborhood residents upon completion of 
a project IE Chelsea Walk, gardens, etc. Regular intervals of 
follow up to ensure continued engagement 
v. Making sure that survey results get back to the community 
vi. Keeping in mind:  What is my role in GR and how does my 
experience shape how I view a given project or action 
vii. Everyone in the community contributes to project assessment, 
member meetings, and waterfront vision 
 
The staff’s reflections on actions re-created what they had already accomplished 
or fallen short of, and played back scenarios to build better initiatives in the future. The 
GR retreat exemplified determinacy–these individuals not thinking as a burdened people, 
as some would label them, but as collective and powerful entity in their city. These 
individuals are collectively integrating reflection into their work and transforming their 
reality (Freire, 1970: 100). It was evident that they understood what kind of influence that 
they command, and as such, want to put it to good use for their members. The staff also 
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put their energy towards identifying individuals and institutions who they perceived as 
barriers and allies, on a non-binary scale. They used a spectrum to identify “obstacles to 
liberation” (Freire, 1970:99). The act of identifying was not to drive energy away from 
perceived spaces and people that could not or would not collaborate with GR, but to 
allow them to reflect on the relationship, to assess the “limit-situation” (ibid). These are 
the barriers, historical and structural, discrimination and inequity, that could stand in the 
way of a healthier Chelsea, but they are in actuality “the real boundaries where all 
possibilities begin” (ibid). Reflecting on individuals and institutions that are aligned or 
opposed to GR is a precursor to “limit-acts.” The organization identifies a boundary with 
the intent to break through situations that may seem limiting, but are instead viewed as 
opportunities for growth and influence.  
GR transforms reality, material and non-material. They are peaceful in the 
negative and positive sense. Resident-activists have influenced their build environment 
by organizing, building green-spaces and preventing harmful buildings. They have 
shifted the way that business is done in the city by making themselves known to local 
politicians and developers. A collective body–this organization made up of agents–
engaging in action that transforms a community does so in a way that is similar to a 
conversion of capital (Bourdieu, 1986) where cultural capital is leveraged to obtain a 
different type. In the case of the produce center project, the group obtained economic 
capital, a grant to do the work. Upon completion, GR was recognized in local media for 
their work, which in turn led to more opportunities to collaborate with industry and 
academic institutions, and strengthened their member base. In Chelsea, cultural capital 
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and social capital (knowledge, connections, recognition) contribute to an organization’s 
effectiveness, as it is made up of a group of agents who possess forms of capital.  
 
Embodied and Symbolic Cultural Capital 
After reflection comes action. GR staff who venture out into spaces of power 
exercise their embodied cultural capital–their experiential dispositions (Bourdieu, 
1986:7). It is precisely because of their local knowledge that they garner cultural capital, 
being from where they are from engrains upon them a unique understanding of it. Pierre 
Bourdieu describes the nature of cultural capital, and how those who hold it can wield it 
to their benefit. “It exists as symbolically and materially active, effective capital only 
insofar as it is appropriated by agents and implemented and invested as a weapon and a 
stake in the struggles which go on in the fields of cultural production” (ibid, 20).  
Academic and Nonprofit groups often wish to add EJ influence to their syllabus 
or program of activities. These groups’ cultural capital differs from those raised and 
educated in environs of environmental justice, activism, and community organization 
because their experiences and ways of encountering the world are a product of a different 
place. The GR’s capital influences institutions like Suffolk University, Boston Harbor 
Now, and The Social Innovation Forum to invite GreenRoots to their spaces, and 
stakeholders to seek their audience. Bodies of power like the aforementioned 
organizations recognize that GreenRoots represents a scarce resource in the field of local 
environmental justice work. Only one other organization (ACE) is dedicated to EJ work 
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in Greater Boston.21 I attended multiple municipal meetings, conferences, and “idea 
exchanges” where one or more members of GreenRoots were present as speakers 
representing EJ concerns. GR had a hand in putting together these events, and in doing 
so, strengthening their social capital and that of the organizations involved through an 
exchange of information and potential future collaborations.  
Affirmation comes with recognition of expertise by individuals and groups like 
Boston Harbor Now, City Governments, and universities. These places seek out GR 
because of their reputation for doing good work and having an effect within their 
community–moving the needle. If you want to get something done in Chelsea you had 
better talk to GreenRoots. Each institution has distinct cultural boundaries and their own 
forms of cultural capital. This is not to say that their boundaries prevent interchange and 
collaboration; rather “cultural boundaries are less like barriers than they are like 
thresholds or frontiers that mark the movement across them and even create the 
motivation for relationships with what lies beyond” (Bashkow, 2004:8). When GR staff 
give a presentation across a cultural boundary they will often include cultural artifacts 
like images depicting their gardens, their river, and their people. These images, material 
manifestations of capital, add depth and weight to discussions that otherwise revolve 
around city ordinances and zoning codes.  
                                               
21 Many of my informants told me about their perceptions of ACE and GR, that ACE was 
once a force in the city, especially when legal EJ matters arose, but that the tide has shifted more 
towards Chelsea in the years since GR opened its doors. In fact, some current GR staff and board 
members were formerly affiliated with ACE as employees or associated professionals (legal experts).  
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GR has created, and collaborated with others to create, several material 
representations–evidence–of exercised capital. The physical structure of the GR office is 
itself an illustration–a repurposed industrial building on the Chelsea Creek is now an 
office housing EJ workers, walking through its doors reveals much more about 
leveraging of capital and influence in the city: 
Along the walls of the offices is a series of photos, glossy, and professionally 
printed. Some pictures focus on a few individuals, and others on a single person. The 
environments clash, as one features a background of green space, and then an adjacent 
photo is of an industrial scene. Some of the people are smiling brightly; others have a 
more serious, stern look. To the left of each photo, a paragraph or two lets the observer 
know what they are looking at., and on the right, there is a quote from the individuals in 
the respective scenes. It is as if these pieces were meant for a gallery. I could imagine it if 
the office were bare, and the lighting were dimmed. The photos hang as proof of 
accomplishment, proof that the people in the photos hold within them a measure of 
capital. Capital acquired over a lifetime, manifested into these projects, and then onto the 
wall for visitors and staff alike to take in.  
GR commodifies recognition of their work–their agency–making it available for 
use in legitimizing their claim in spaces of environmental justice, of academia, in local 
media, and back into the community itself. These projects are not fruitless, time is not 
wasted. These photos sit among other cultural artifacts. Researchers have crafted posters 
and contributed them to the GR office, and a few maps of Chelsea–with the city 
represented in terms of demographic characteristics and toxicity–adorn the space.  
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On one side of the room is another collection of photos, this one without captions 
or other identifying markers. All of the subjects of these shots are smiling, save a few 
candid shots. As I look them over I wonder about these people, some of whom I have 
known for almost a year now, their evident joy captivates me. Happiness and levity are 
not the first words that come to mind when discussing environmental toxins and related 
health concerns, but these are whole people who are EJ workers. Whoever designed this 
space deemed it important to have an expression of lives well lived in the face of 
structural barriers, the things that their work pits them against on a consistent basis.22 So 
often when I came to the office I saw a community of people who do indeed care for each 
other–deeply–and who enjoy life. These artifacts–objectified cultural capital (Bourdieu, 
1986: 19-20)–are an archive of community achievement. The photos tell stories of the 
work that GR and its members have done thus far, and fold into how they envision their 
community. What the visual representations of the result of cultural conversions do not 
show is the immense “expenditure of time, attention, care, concern” that goes doing EJ 
work (ibid:25). This work takes a group of people with a common purpose and drive, a 
united front of defenders whose roots run deep and hold a vision for their home. 
A Pedagogic Body Politic 
Thinking of environmental justice workers and their role as learners and teachers, 
they take a position of defending against oppressive forces that seek to increase the 
burden bared by the people of Chelsea through an emancipatory education that enables 
their members to “fight back.” The city is under the protectorate of GR. The organization 
                                               
22 Fieldnotes, July 2018 
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exercises its accrued capital in opposition to outsiders perceived as carriers of impurities–
mineral salts, diesel fumes, noise pollution, and toxins that seep into waterways. Like 
other social bodies, EJ activists act collectively as a watchdog with a keen eye out for 
violations of their community’s health in any form, from a toxic spill to a gentrifying 
force.  
The environmental hazards present in Chelsea present a threat to community 
health and wellbeing, and the parties responsible for the threats are biopolitical invaders. 
Government and industrial power-brokers feel increasing resistance to their plans, as GR 
continues to gain membership and recognition. In times of threat, communities in Ghana 
and New Guinea increased social control and have reproduced idealized bodies, the kinds 
that could defend their existence (Scheper-Huges 1987). These groups faced forces of 
witchcraft and sorcery, “threats to social order” (ibid). While abstract, these are not so 
different from the toxins that enter the body to produce ill-effects or developers who are 
aggressors (ibid), entering Chelsea with little or no regard for the interests and well-being 
of those who they push aside–and out of a place they call home. Developers and 
industrial companies act as the sorcerers who sends send sickness to their neighbors. In 
Chelsea the idealized type of activist is not of a mindless order-taker, but an informed 
resident. It is one who takes interest in their wellbeing and that of those around them, 
deliberately acting towards liberation from oppressive forces seen and unseen. These are 
the individuals who are most well-equipped to fend off a harmful force.  
Consider the terms petroleum spirits and mineral spirits. These chemicals enter 
the air invisibly and then into the body, leading to a change in biology. One way that 
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GreenRoots sheds light onto existing environmental hazards in large part by canvassing 
neighborhoods and “tabling” setting up shop on a local street or in one of the few 
greenspaces within city limits. Residents’ increased awareness precipitates action and 
reaction to a newly discovered impurity. As GR engages its members in emancipatory 
education–a humanizing force that empowers residents about toxins it simultaneously 
acts to moderate health discourse to ensure purity (in the sense of something that is 
healthy) of what enters the minds and bodies of its members (Freire, 1970). The outcome 
is a group mobilized against the insurgent force (structural or chemical). Transformation 
of residents to resident-activists is an iterative rite, my discussion of the staff retreat 
details the crucial step or reflection that takes place as a part of EJ work and activism. 
Taken together, these individuals in service to each other are a type of reimagined body-
politic. GR addresses social sicknesses and biological risks by invoking knowledge 
dissemination and agency as “limit-acts,” steps toward achieving something that was 
once presented as unlikely or impossible (Freire, 1970:102). 
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CHAPTER VI 
In previous chapters I discussed the ins-and outs of environmental justice (EJ) 
work, how one sources information and uses it in their transformation into an activist, and 
how a specific group of people made the decision to advocate in spaces of power on their 
own behalf and that of their city, their families, and friends. While doing so, they make 
the transition from resident to resident-activist—a shift in habitus. Bourdieu goes into 
detail about his conceptualization of habitus in The Logic of Practice:  
The conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of 
existence produce habitus, systems of durable, transposable dispositions, 
structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures (Bourdieu, 
1990:53).  
At GR the class of conditions are structural, biopolitical factors discussed previously, as 
well as community ties that foster a space of emancipatory knowledge exchange. Their 
internal, innate understandings of their home as a place of family-ties, of celebration, and 
of the occasional oil spill structure how they move through their world. When doing EJ 
work, their dispositions determine how they address the issues that they see, feel, and 
know about. These form the disposition of the resident-activist, how they carry 
themselves in the pluralistic world of their work, how they adapt to a municipal hearing 
or a street side protest. GR staff have a consciousness of their habitus and that of whom 
they encounter, enabling them to emphasize a particular aspect of their own disposition 
and way of being when necessary–the difference between pen and sword.  
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Figure 13. Resident activists attend a hearing at MADEP 
Figure 14. Resident Activists protest prior to giving testimony at a municipal hearing 
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There are those whose work involves an effort to bring others into the fold to 
“develop leaders, people who are strong and willing and educated to fight back” the 
dynamic dispositions that enable GR to be a force capable of standing in opposition to 
perceived issues in the community and those responsible for them. These new members 
encounter the structures of agency within the GR staff and develop their own dynamic 
habitus, one where they too are armed with the ability to disrupt or collaborate, and to re-
shape perceptions and realities of structures in the city they call home. 
The emancipatory pedagogy discussed in Chapter V sometimes result in material 
manifestations of agency. GR works to create murals, gardens, displays of photography, 
and green spaces that benefit their community. These symbols of health are the kind that 
represent a positive peace that feed into cognitive realities, the way one sees their world, 
and then back out into surrounding structures. This internalized understanding of living is 
influenced by the field, the social world that influences the actor. Agents do well to re-
shape their physical world, and in doing so, influence the social world as well. 
GreenRoots staff and resident-activists who participate in acts of agency create and 
experience a shift in habitus when they create and experience new social realities and 
perceptions of their city that come via their own efforts and those of their peers. 
Pierre Bourdieu placed restraints on the ability of one’s habitus to shift. If 
surrounding structures, those that inform and shape the individual’s dispositions, remain 
static, then so will the habitus. Bandeira de Melo et al (2016) noted as much in their 
analysis of the relationship between young people’s aspirations and access to higher 
education. They call on Reay (2004: 434–435), ‘‘while habitus reflects the social position 
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in which it was constructed, it also carries within it the genesis of new creative responses 
that are capable of transcending the social condition in which it was produced’’ in 
determining that social conditions are indeed a barrier, but do not completely rule out a 
shift in how these adolescents see themselves in the world, they find and highlight “the 
significance of giving opportunities to those who would never have a chance of attending 
higher education if it was not the internalization ensuring the importance of the process, 
which may lead to recognizing this new reality.” (968) I argue that in Chelsea, adapting 
one’s habitus stems from something similar to Bandeira de Melo et al.’s findings, but 
with an additional layer of empowerment arising from Freire’s action oriented and 
equitable emancipatory education. Changing places and ideas about health is a 
manifestation of shifting habitus while also folding back into the process of change to 
reinforce changing social order and field.  
This transition of person and of place relies on some cultural assumptions. How 
do these people understand what ails them, how do they interact with biomedical 
information, how does it pervade their consciousness? Culturally bound descriptive 
statistics like “burden of disease” or “morbidity and mortality” are divorced from 
embodied perceptions of illness: shortness of breath, restlessness, a slight but persistent 
cough. One informant spoke to me about the ways that they perceive their health and the 
health of those around them when I inquired about how they characterize environmental 
health in their city:  
We have the highest asthma rate in Massachusetts, that says a lot about 
our air quality. It's so sad because we have so many people living here. 
We have over 40,000 residents, so you put all these facts together with all 
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these other burdens and we have so much other stuff coming in and it's so 
much so much is happening so obviously affects our environment. We 
don't have that much green space, it's easy to get around in Chelsea I'll 
give you that, but it's so hard to find a green space just to…be an 
active…there's no space to be active in. (Informant Interview, 2018) 
 
Her description of her home is grounded in an understanding that healthy 
areas are few and far between. My informants desire for green spaces indicates 
that a there is some work yet to be done, but other interactions that I had, and 
places that I saw, spoke to me of the ways that GR has done well to change their 
surroundings as a result of a shifting perception.  
Perceptions of Health 
One of the first things that I learned (from the staff at GR) about Chelsea was that 
its location–just across the river from East Boston–meant that the city’s triple decker 
homes are underneath the flight path of Logan Airport. MASSPORT is amid rapid 
expansion. The five terminals continue to offer new flights as the hub expands its share of 
international routes. One must travel quite a way to get to their flight in other 
metropolitan areas, but in Boston the airlines are accessible in just a fifteen-minute drive 
from downtown. Unparalleled convenience and increased volume are great for the 
consumer, but the upshot is that, during peak times, airbuses fly low over the surrounding 
communities at intervals of ninety seconds or less, their spinning turbines disrupting 
more placid tones to the point that one has to pause whatever conversation they may be 
having until the plane passes, then hurry to finish their thought before the next one comes 
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along. In the evening hours the auditory pollution disrupts the rest of Chelsea’s working-
class population, one that already experiences elevated levels of hypertension.  
 GreenRoots operates three community gardens in the city of Chelsea, and is 
moving towards establishing an urban farm. As of now, Marley (who is the staff in 
charge of gardens) shuts down the operation around November, winterizing plots in 
preparation for months of frigid New England weather. Marley’s work in the gardens has 
expanded quite a bit since GR grew from GreenSpaces–they came onboard as a Terra-
Corps member and transitioned to full time with GR after her term of service was up. 
Whenever I would talk to them about the gardens I saw passion and excitement 
emanating as Marley told me about the projects and hopes for a sustainable agriculture 
project in Chelsea: 
Everything that's grown there has been decided upon by the youth that live 
in Chelsea, so like last year they grew a lot of kale, but this year they 
decided “we don’t really use kale” so we did more lettuce this year. 
Everything we harvest is given out to the community for free…We’re also 
educating people on how to grow their own food, what soil contamination 
means, and food as medicine. (Informant Interview, 2018) 
 
This passage illustrates an aspect of determinism that is inherent at GR. Like the micro-
grid initiative, the gardens are important in part because they are a community driven 
project. Chelsea residents decide what to grow and how to distribute it. The plots of land 
also serve as tool for emancipatory education and knowledge sharing. Residents learn 
together how to engage with the land and grow things, meanwhile they discuss how they 
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perceive the land what soil contamination means, and raise interest in the broader scope 
of GR’s projects. 
Marley will usually have some form of dirt in tow. Their dirt is the good kind, the 
type the enriches. This dirt is not “dirty.” Seed balls and worm boxes fortify land used to 
grow healthy foods. Handling them might leave the beds of your fingernails black—a 
small price to pay for adding a transformative element to the ground. Good dirt helps to 
change the perceptions of, and narratives about, Chelsea’s environment. When residents 
go to the gardens their focus is on the land as a resource, a useful and worthy source. Bad 
air and compromised waterways are the farthest thing from the minds of the gardeners—
mostly older residents—who turn the soil and cull the crops. Anyone is free to reap the 
benefits of harvest, and when there is a surplus, GR staff and ECOcrew will set up “shop” 
downtown at a busy corner. They hand out produce and kind words to passersby who 
might not otherwise have access to fresh foods, or who are less likely to choose a leafy 
green that spoils quickly compared with a canned good.  
 Oftentimes, upon receiving some recently harvested goods, a resident will ask 
Marley where it came from. It is an understandable question. If I were unfamiliar with 
what GR does, I too would be surprised and perhaps skeptical of someone giving away a 
bag full of vegetables at the bus-stop. The act of giving away something so wholesome 
sits in juxtaposition with the setting–buildings in need of repair, some scattered refuse 
and the occasional errant piece of drug paraphernalia. When the recipient learns that the 
food comes from Chelsea it understandably conflicts with what they may know about 
their city. Even if a resident lacks a specific understanding about how industrial facilities 
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affect their environment, they have a level of instrumental rationality, an operational 
reasoning that indicates what is “bad for me.”  
Receiving food from the same ground as the oil tanks could produce a change in 
the way that residents think of their home. Healthy local foods have biological and 
symbolic benefits. Mindful production and consumption–asking about the source–reveals 
a new truth about the land and its dirt. This, in turn, embeds narrative seeds in the minds 
of those who tend to and eat from the garden. They get to see the benefits of their 
environment and what it looks like when they oversee what goes in and comes out.  
Marley also told me about discussions they have had with residents about food as 
medicine: 
Looking at food not just as “I’m hungry I need to eat something” but 
looking at it as, food provides us with something with particular nutrients. 
So one, food needs to be grown in a healthy soil in order to receive those 
nutrients. There's actually a really cool tool called a refractometer that you 
can take and see the nutrient density of food, so you can grab a tomato and 
squeeze some juice onto the refractometer it will read the nutrient density. 
You can see the difference in nutrient density of organically vs. 
commercially grown crops. Even within fresh vegetables, there is a 
nutrient discrepancy. So if you’re eating a vegetable grown in nutrient 
poor soil of if it hasn't been given compost, you're just eating plant cells, 
there's not really nutrients in there. So the idea is really understanding 
nutrition a bit better without getting super technical but understanding the 
vitamins come from food, certain foods can help you out in certain areas, 
but then also looking at plants as a source as medicine, preventatively. So 
if you drink certain teas it will help with stress and relaxation so then 
we’re decreasing blood pressure. So how can we incorporate different 
 108 
things into our lifestyle that will decrease the need for allopathic medicine 
where its like “you’re solving the problem” instead let’s not have a 
problem by everyone drinking teas, let's try to focus on that. I think that 
there's a lot of knowledge that people hold, so I’m trying to figure out who 
are the plant medicine practitioners here in the community so that we can 
also start thinking about care for other sorts of ailments in the form of 
herbal remedies. (Informant Interview, 2018) 
 
Thinking of food as medicine is not a new idea, but it goes against the grain of 
western medicine, especially in an area like Boston, steeped in the biomedical paradigm. 
Marley used the word allopathic to describe what they perceived as a system of medicine 
with a symptom-focused approach. This description of allopathy points to the informants’ 
understanding of the existence an approach that takes a different angle, one focused on 
the roots of illness rather than the way it presents itself through signs and symptoms of 
being sick. When they talk about getting into a discussion of food that is not too technical 
Marley is referencing her work as a translator across cultural boundaries, from an expert 
to a layperson. Marley is able to elevate the community by exposing the people she 
encounters to ideas about food and about health that are not part of the usual 
conversation. In doing so, Marley adds a new layer to ones understanding of the 
community’s structure and what it means to live in Chelsea. 
Framing Illness 
My informants frame some of their experiences through discomfort, a muted pain 
that mingles with their knowledge of what is around them–oil tanks, diesel fumes, 
riverways glistening with slicks. Expression of pain is subjective, and I will refrain from 
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placing singular meaning on complex human expressions that I saw and what my 
informants told me. The accounts of illness I heard were mostly explanatory, meaning 
that informants drew a cognitive line between a cause and its effect (trucking leading to 
diesel fumes leading to air pollution leading to difficulty breathing leading to asthma). 
Residents identify causes and conditions in a generalized chain (Stern and Kirmayer 
2004). These chains involve individuals’ identification of events in a series. When I 
asked my informants about the way that their home is changing and their perceptions of 
changes I received responses that generally centered around the topic of gentrification, 
and what that means for people who have lived in Chelsea for so long. People model their 
chains after previous personal experiences, or those of a member of their community. 
They are structurally bound in temporal order, lacking causal inference. Stern and 
Kirmayer developed the concepts of chain and generalized chain responses when coding 
illness narrative data, or the way that one talks about being ill. They use the term 
generalized chain “to present a repeating pattern of factors seen as often or always 
temporally contiguous with the symptom” (ibid, 133). In Chelsea, symptoms like 
biomedical illness and gentrification point to the larger issue of biopolitical inequity and 
institutional violence.  
In Chelsea, gentrification and social inequities permeate the way that residents of 
color experience pain related to environmentally attributed ills. Gentrifying forces are a 
double-edged sword for those who live in Chelsea. Coffee shops and brand-new rapid 
transit lines bring people from outside the city into its limits, but along with them come 
developers and city planners that see an opportunity for Chelsea to change its image. 
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Some of my informants were happy that people were starting to think of their city in a 
different way, but recognized the downside of living in a place that was more welcoming 
to outsiders:  
Chelsea is growing too fast in a sense that, now the community that we 
have here can no longer afford to live in Chelsea. So, yeah, it's great that 
in terms of…now Chelsea is looked at in a different light where it's no 
longer considered the ghetto or a place that's the murder capital of 
Massachusetts, but now a lot of outsiders want to live in Chelsea not just 
because of the hotels and new businesses coming in but because of the 
transportation [ease of access to downtown Boston]. As a homeowner I 
understand that by bringing all this, my values go up, but at what cost? 
There’re people who like myself could not afford the rent that was little by 
little increasing, and I could buy a house when I did, but that was the only 
way I could stay in Chelsea. If I have to buy a house now I couldn’t afford 
it and if I just stayed and payed rent I wouldn't be able to afford a two-
bedroom let alone two or three bedroom for my family of four. So, I do 
think that Chelsea is changing and it has its pros and cons. (Informant 
Interview, 2018) 
 
Informants described feelings of uncertainty when it came to understanding 
environmental risks, and that the ways that environmental health data (CWA violations 
and reports from municipal offices) are oftentimes hard to navigate. Digging into data 
and policy is an opportunity for staff to translate forms of knowledge across cultural 
boundries, much like how Marley discussed her work in discussing nutrition with GR 
members.  
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While addressing causes of environmental health risk, residents of Chelsea 
navigate waves of cultural conflict that shape their lived experience. Faced with rising 
rents, barriers to home-ownership, food insecurity, and broader social justice issues, 
environmental justice work is sometimes takes a back-seat. This kind of variance is 
welcome at GR: we know that priorities are stacked differently so in order to get 
participation and involvement and interest, other basic needs need to be taken care of. 
How can you expect someone to care about the river or the cleanliness of the air if 
they're about to lose their home? 
A Symbol of Health  
 
My informants would frequently tell me about their experiences as immigrants, 
and that the city of Chelsea had a long history of hosting displaced populations. Most of 
the GR staff descend from Latin American cultures. When one walks down Broadway, 
the main thoroughfare of downtown Chelsea that feeds into residential areas on one end 
and onto the Tobin Bridge on another, they can stop into one of the many family-owned 
and operated taquerías or tiendas. Chelsea Walk is an alley in the middle of the city 
blocks that border Broadway. The Walk is a point of pride–and one of contention–for the 
folks that walk these city streets. Chelsea Walk Pub, the local watering hole, borders the 
alley to one side. Its client base sits in juxtaposition to the surrounding area–older white 
patrons queue up at its doors and peered suspiciously at us as we spoke to passersby 
about the mural project. Ask anyone outside; it is the cheapest beer in town. Cigarette  
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butts, empty dime bags, and the occasional stray syringe litter the alleyway leading down 
to a public parking lot.  
When the City of Chelsea gathered community input for its Broadway Corridor 
Action Plan, residents noted that the area around the alley “felt threatening, especially at 
night” (Broadway Action Plan, 2014: p27). The report stated that some of the goals of 
revitalization were to improve downtown safety and walkability. While this report’s 
focus was on the ways that creating a walkable environment would benefit the small 
businesses along Broadway, there are numerous physical and mental-health benefits 
embedded in the transformation of streets seen as dangerous to a welcoming and 
Figure 15. The completed mural at Chelsea Walk, a renovated space made possible through 
GreenRoots’ winning a grant and crowdsourcing matching funds. 
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walkable urban space. (Diez Roux, 2003; Gascon et al., 2015; Mitchell and Popham, 
2008; Leal and Chaix, 2011; Sallis et al., 2012; Sarkar and Webster, 2017) 
In the fall of 2017 GR began making plans to revitalize a walkway in downtown 
Chelsea. The organization applied for a MassDevelopment Commonwealth Places grant, 
a program designed to facilitate “a funding mechanism to advance community-driven 
placemaking projects.”23 The plan for the space, one that came out of community 
residents’ meetings and a brief delve into public art in Boston and elsewhere, was to 
install a mural in Chelsea Walk. The goal of the project was to transform and beautify a 
space that was once central to the community but had since become an eyesore, a place 
                                               
23 MassDevelopment: Commonwealth Places https://www.massdevelopment.com/what-we-offer/real-
estate-services/commonwealth-places/  
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associated in the minds of residents and GR staff as the “bad part” of Chelsea.  
After initial approval, GR was charged with raising matching funds for the grant 
to be dispersed in full. This means that GR staff had to put their efforts toward 
crowdfunding and community outreach in order to secure what would end up being a 
$58,000 award. As part of these efforts, we spent a few afternoons tabling–setting up a 
folding table on the sidewalk and grabbing the ears of pedestrians and curious locals–in 
front of the alley, a common form of community outreach. Armed with games like giant 
Jenga and checkers, lime-green Adirondack chairs, and seed balls (dirt packed with 
seeds), we donned our GR logo tee shirts and our friendliest expressions and took up 
space on the sidewalk for a few hours.  
Figure 16. Fundraising along the streets of Chelsea, at a pop-up park in front of the Chelsea Walk mural site.  
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It was during these afternoons when I got a sense of Chelsea Pride. The people of 
Chelsea have a fervent love of their home. Being from, or of, Chelsea is worn as a badge 
of honor. I recognized that feeling, it’s one that I used to have about my home, a small 
town some miles down Route 3. I do not know when it dissipated for me, but I 
recognized it in the people I met on the Broadway sidewalks and I knew it was real. The 
staffers bounced around in what was maybe a ten-foot radius, conversing with people 
whose curiosity drew them to our big green tent adorned with houseplants, and others 
who seemed like they would rather avoid the distraction and get on with their day. 
Oftentimes, Marta or Cejas would spot a familiar face approaching their tone changing 
from the businesslike script that they had been spouting to one that bespoke elation and 
comfort. Marta would embrace her friend, asking about their family, their jobs, their 
weekend plans. Diane spotted a reporter from The Chelsea Record (one who often 
showed up to GR events, and whom she had notified earlier in the day of their impending 
presence downtown) and sidled up to talk about fundraising efforts and plans for the 
space. Later in the week, a story appeared in the Record detailing the project, its timeline 
and harping on the fact that the project represents a much-needed change in the area. 
(Daniel, 2018) 
 Residents experience a plethora of stimuli and structures that threaten community 
health. Returning to a conceptualization of health as the “having access to material and 
non-material resources that result in a high-degree of satisfaction with life” (Baer et al, 
1986), Conceptualizations of a downtown area as unsafe or a community experiencing 
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“gentrifugal”24 forces limit my informants’ satisfaction with life. Pollutants, outsiders, 
and “dangerous” spaces are part of the field that individuals take in. GR staff ameliorate 
all three in the work that they do, because their community wants it. I asked one resident 
activist what they thought about the variety of issues that they encounter, and she looks at 
it as chance to achieve new victories, to execute limit-acts that overcome what might 
seem to some like an impossible challenge: 
There are a lot of problems that are facing Chelsea and terms of environmental 
justice but that provides a lot of opportunity to do a lot of work to change the 
Community. (Informant interview, 2018) 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                               
24 I use the term gentrifugal to conceptualize the outward force on bodies that comes as a result of 
gentrification. This term moves away from thinking about incoming structures and re-focuses on 
the effect that gentrification has on a community made up of individuals whose bodies are acted 
upon by this force. 
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CHAPTER VII: CONCLUSION 
 
Medicine is a social science, and politics is nothing else but medicine on a large scale.25 
 
In this thesis, I have scratched the surface of how these EJ workers and residents 
of an EJ area make sense of their surroundings, identify and gather information about 
health risks, and decide to act towards remedying their maladies. Community support in 
the form of bodies and dollars drives the organizations efforts to change physical 
structures and less-concrete perceptions of their home. Oftentimes the largest problems 
with the largest opponents (energy companies, produce conglomerates, and the state 
transit authority) require solutions that go beyond the scope of traditionally effective 
strategies. At the time of this writing, GR was eighteen months into a battle with 
Eversource over placement of a new electrical substation on the banks of Chelsea creek. I 
learned about this initiative in my first weeks as a GR intern. Like other campaigns, GR 
garnered support for its mission and spread public information through a community 
event, “A Day on Chelsea Creek.”  
GR and a collection of other local organizations–a workers-rights collective and 
an immigrant legal aid society– put on the event at Eagle Park on East Boston side of the 
river, directly across from the GR office. After launching the kayaks and paddling them 
into place our objective shifted to raising awareness for the planned construction of an 
electrical substation adjacent to a jet fuel storage facility. The concern of GR and 
residents was that the substation would be in an area that is a few feet from the banks of 
                                               
25 Dr. Rudolph Virchow in Friedlander, E.  
 118 
the river. My informant told me that water level projections indicate that the proposed 
site is subject to being underwater in times of natural disaster according to anticipated 
water level rise. Initially the group executed some of their tried-and-true methods for 
raising interest and support. Social media posts and friendly conversations drew residents 
to community meetings centered around on the topic, including the kayaking event. One 
day a banner appeared strung up along the fence bordering the planned construction site, 
some twenty feet long, depicting an oversized caution sign reading “DANGER: HIGH 
VOLTAGE,” a mockup of what the future holds. GR staff kept a close eye on the sign. 
Doug, who lived just a few blocks away, started to keep zip-ties in his car, and if he 
happened to drive by and see a loose corner, would pull over to secure it. A few weeks 
after Kayaking on the Creek, there would be a hearing at the EFSB, the body responsible 
for licensing energy facility proposals. The site of the meeting was far removed from the 
people of Chelsea, a public forum in a room overlooking downtown Boston, so the 
organization put out a call for support via word of mouth and its social media accounts. 
Diane extended an invitation to join on the day of the hearing, and I gladly accepted.  
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Figure 17. GR posted this flier on social media outlets to elevate a campaign against the 
construction of an electrical sub-station along Chelsea Creek. It urges people to take interest 
and attend community meetings as well as a public hearing at the MA Energy Facilities 
Sitting Board, an administrative body responsible for part of the permitting process.  
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I had a prior commitment on the morning of the 30th, so I decided to meet 
GR downtown at the hearing. When I emerged from the subway I scanned the 
area outside of South Station looking for a familiar face. Among the food trucks 
and city busses I saw a crowd of financial types, men in suits and wingtips, 
women in skirts and tights with sensible heels, all moving hastily in one direction 
or another. A scattering of people were lingering in the area, some panhandling, 
others perhaps killing time. I heard amplified voices to my left speaking–
shouting–in Spanish and English. I saw my coworkers, bundled up and crowded 
around, holding up the banner that had been previously draped over a fence at the 
proposed substation site in Eastie. Now they displayed the bright yellow sign on 
the streets right outside of the EFSB offices. I counted maybe twenty or twenty-
five of them, all chanting in unison as they trod in a circle on the sidewalk. El 
pueblo unido jamás será vencido El pueblo unido jamás será vencido!!! The 
people, united, will never be defeated. Diane noticed that I had arrived and 
beckoned for me to join in. I hesitated–was this my place, do I belong in the circle 
with them–then she gave me a look as if to say, yes you do belong, and not 
joining in is not an option. You are with us. I imagine that this was not the first 
time she had encountered a dawdling newcomer to the cause.  
 I joined into the circle and did my best to repeat the chant. My grasp of 
Spanish is limited at best, and I made do with what understanding I had. The 
phrase harkens back to the Chilean revolution, and has been used in pop-culture 
and protests for decades. As the time of the hearing drew closer, we filed into the 
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building and checked in with the security officers at the front desk. They seemed 
surprised to see us; evidently their day does not usually include escorting a group 
of interested parties to a facilities hearing, so not many are met with the type of 
challenge we posed. We approached the elevators and half of our group headed 
up. We were too many to all go in one swath. The second wave of us waited 
patiently for the lifts to return, and headed up to re-join the rest.  
The meeting room looked like one would see on a public-access station if 
they were so inclined to tune in for a municipal committee meeting or a town hall 
in a small city. A raised bench bore the seal of the City of Boston, a façade of 
dark wood against a beige wall where nine people sat overlooking an arena of 
Chelsians and a table full of Eversource’s legal team. I took a seat by the window 
overlooking Dewey Square, next to Marley and another staffer, one who has since 
left GR. Doug spotted us as he entered and headed over to sit nearby.  
A few minutes passed and the hearing began with a statement from the 
EFSB chair, a white male who looked to be in his early forties–with touches of 
salt and pepper in his sideburns. The Chelsea contingent observed with anxious 
eyes he droned on about the procedure and structure of the gathering. We were 
waiting for him to finish so that the Spanish language interpreter could translate 
for the crowd. The interpreter did nothing, and we moved on to the Eversource 
presentation. Again, no translation. Prior to the meeting Diane had been in contact 
with representatives at the EFSB to ensure that there would be accommodations 
for those whose first language was Spanish. While most in attendance had a grasp 
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of English, it is important in this kind of setting, there is language and 
terminology not commonly used in everyday discourse, for an interpreter to 
communicate the proceedings in Spanish.  
The hearing continued in English only–a business owner whose fish 
processing plant was next door to the proposed site expressed concern, and the 
lawyers rebutted his claims–then the proceedings opened for public comment. A 
woman emerged from the crowd and stood next to the podium at the center of the 
room. The interpreter. Apparently, the board understood the agreement to mean 
that translation would occur during the open portion, so that board members 
would be able to understand those who spoke in a language other than English. 
This one directional flow of language robbed those in the gallery of their right to 
fully understand the proceedings and the arguments of Eversource.  
 Diane approached the podium and began to speak. I could tell that she was 
holding back at first, upset that the board had missed the mark so blatantly in their 
attempt to provide communication services for themselves only. She spoke of her 
friends, those who joined her here, the people of Chelsea. There were whole 
families in attendance, people who had decided to take time away from their jobs 
to oppose the project. This day was a microcosm for larger issues at hand. Even 
when the residents of her city were given space to attend and be included in 
decision making, those who held the power failed in their efforts to accommodate 
people who are culturally different.26 
                                               
26 Fieldnotes, 2017lo 
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Rooms like the one I sat in, sequestered behind layers of security, do not often 
host people who are lack experience with the procedure, the institutions cultural norms. 
The staff of GR built a bridge between the two spaces and ushered its body of support 
into an area of unfamiliarity, and when the organization realized that the City of Boston 
provided access to the relevant information in less-than good faith, they stood up and 
made it known that it was unacceptable. 
 Later in the week, GR sent a letter to the EFSB noting their concerns with the lack 
of interpretation. As of this writing, the board has shifted the position of the sub-station to 
a different footprint on the same proposed lot, away from the factory of the man who 
spoke at the hearing, so as not to potentially interfere with the mechanical equipment and 
put the integrity of his product at risk. In recent months, GR put out a call for further 
support in opposing the facility. Not only would its new location be closer to the sidewalk 
and to a park frequented by locals, but connecting to the grid necessitates disruption of 
city streets while crews install insulated conduit.  
Furthermore, Eversource is planning to bury the lines underneath Chelsea Creek, 
the waterway that is already an industrial thoroughfare. GR is doing their best to make 
sure the messaging behind their campaign is clear: not only is this electrical infrastructure 
potentially harmful, it will be disruptive. Doug tells me that he questions why the 
company believes the project is necessary, that the type of facility they are building does 
not make sense for the area, especially in one looking towards new power sources. He 
theorizes–as he often does after diligently digging into the things that occupy his mind–
that the company is making a play to flip the substation. These brick and mortar entities 
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are not as valuable as they used to be, and the way that companies store and transfer 
power is changing. But if Eversource can get this structure built and then sell it to a third 
party, they can turn a dollar better than if they maintained ownership throughout its 
lifetime.  
 The hearing, and the efforts of GR afterwards exemplify the role of its staff–these 
resident activists–in seeking out information and mobilizing information towards agency 
in and for their home. In this case, no one came to them and asked for their thoughts on 
the installation of a facility that produces an electromagnetic field next to a public park, 
in a densely populated neighborhood of people of color. They acted because it is their 
way. Beyond the potential dangers posed by elevated EMF levels, the build itself would 
have cultural, land use, public safety, and environmental impacts in on residents already 
overburdened by environmental health hazards. GR saw the urgent need for action, 
mobilized its resources, and gained access to places of power by leveraging community 
support and making waves in political realms. The project is still in the works, and it is 
uncertain who will win the day, but this initiative has followed the path of others before 
it. A combination of knowledge acquisition and community organizing is essential for a 
grassroots organization–and by extension, those individuals who make up and support 
that organization– when combating structural forces that have traditionally oppressed and 
burdened the city with hazardous chemicals.  
 Ira Bashkow reframes Franz Boas’ classic conceptualization of cultural 
boundaries in A Neo-Boasian Conception of Cultural Boundaries (2004). Boasian 
concepts of cultural boundaries allow for the shift of information through cultural groups, 
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that information is assessed and taken in by the system in Chelsea and transformed into a 
catalyst of change. People who recognize sickness, individually or collectively, decide to 
seek a social cure. GreenRoots exists as a dispenser of that remedy, but its treatment plan 
is to lift up its members to treat themselves. No magic potions or cure-alls exist here. The 
methodology of a social body coming together to inject cultural salience into all forms of 
knowledge involves an emancipatory education. Freire’s conceptualization of such this 
learning model runs through the work of GR staff. The foster a system of learning that 
places value on the learner and necessitates action upon gaining knowledge.  
Meanwhile, shifts in thought and perception move these members towards a new 
habitus, an activist or agency habitus, one that envelopes their previous dispositions, 
reinforcing them with sources of information that travel across cultural boundaries. This 
habitus is dynamic in that it can be adjusted when needed. GR staff recognize complex 
situations and react intuitively, in collaboration or disruption. We see products of that 
shift in the victories of GreenRoots, the things that they have kept out of their city as well 
as what they have brought in. They have stemmed the tide of environmental hazard while 
chipping at the dams that held back equitable treatment in places of power. Their role in 
the community is vital to its present and its future.  
Reflection on Positionality and Recommendations for Future Research Frames 
 Through this work, I have examined my own position as researcher in the field. I 
entered into a space and tried to make myself useful, as best as I could. I had mis-steps, 
like my initial mistake in mis-identifying the city, and fell short by lacking language 
skills that enabled me to communicate with all of my informants in the same way. 
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Despite my shortcomings, I did the best that I could to minimize any disruption that my 
presence may cause, to fit into the stream of GR life.  
 During my brief hesitation at the protest described in this chapter I thought of my 
own positionality and how I could best contribute to the efforts of GR, as one who 
marches or one who documents. After some reflection of my own during the course of 
my research and writing, I do not think that a decision must be made between the two. 
Yes, there are times when my jottings would be sparse and my recollection would suffer, 
but what is the purpose of my work engage and understand a culture other than my own, 
in this case, resident-activists.  
 Months after that experience I flipped-through Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and I 
became clearer about my role. Thinking back on my moment of pause, it was an innate 
acknowledgement of my lack of expertise, not knowing how to move or what to say. My 
inexperience arrested my motion and thought through dearth of knowledge about the 
situation and its reality. Diane’s immediate response encouraged me out of a second’s 
long stupor, and I followed her lead. As the year passed I came to know more about the 
realities of environmental justice in Chelsea. Working with GR allowed me to come to 
know this reality in a critical way. Group reflections and actions led me towards knowing, 
and then to re-creating knowledge about the city and about environmental justice work 
(Freire 1970). This is how GR operates, how they have executed several initiatives that 
successfully made their home a “healthier” place. Their record of accomplishments 
shows committed involvement from their members that  (ibid:69).  
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The scene of a researcher wavering beside a protest on a crowded city sidewalk 
encapsulates the spirit of this work. The knowledge I have at my disposal at any given 
time is limited. Therefore, it makes sense, when entering into new fields, to seek those 
whose knowledge differs from mine. Speaking for only myself, as a researcher, it is 
important that I know my strengths and experiences while filling in my gaps–the blind 
spots made up of not knowing about not knowing–with the strengths and knowledge of 
the experts of all kinds that I encounter throughout my fieldwork. This approach is, to 
me, is a rising tide that indeed lifts all boats. Individuals recognizing one another’s  
expertise and collaborating equitably. A partnership of this kind creates shared volumes 
of knowledge through recognition of mutually understood and communicated realities are 
(ibid). Resulting actions become "‘the practice of freedom,’ the means by which men and 
women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the 
transformation of their world” (Shaull in Freire, 1970:34). Using pieces of Freire’s 
praxis, reflection and transformative action, GR lifts-up the voices and desires of its 
members in a way that does not consign value, but rather recognizes that value has 
always been present.  
 Later that same afternoon I saw first-hand the kinds of obstacles that institutions 
and governmental bodies in the city put in the way of EJ work. When we in attendance 
realized that the energy facilities sitting board decided that an interpreter would only be 
necessary so that the board could understand those in the gallery, and not the other way 
around, a tactile frustration–not surprise–ran through the room. The powers that be 
indeed considered culture, their own, when assigning a translator to the meeting.  
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 My approach to this work had to be from a position that was as far from theirs as 
possible. To take the culture-centered approach, that which places emphasis on my 
informants’ perspectives, would be imperative. I do hope that this work satisfies that aim. 
I also kept in mind a 2009 piece by Eve Tuck that calls for a shift in research away from 
damage-centered analysis, the kind that portrays communities as “damaged” and 
“broken,” (p. 409) and omits inequitable and discriminatory structural and historical 
contexts. Tuck calls for a desire-based research, “concerned with understanding 
complexity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives” (p. 416) Though it 
was necessary to outline the environmental hazards in Chelsea, I did my best to do so 
using my informants’ frames, and to ensure that I represented them in a way that reflects 
their vibrancy, determination, and complexity.  
 Pertaining to future research, I found that my informants were most willing to 
work with researchers who not only give back to the community but who involve 
community members throughout their process. I had the chance to work with and 
interview researchers who take the community centered approach in Chelsea. One such 
researcher who I will call Dr. Stuart told me that she had mixed results with CBPR in 
Chelsea, noting that its challenging…when there are close academic and community ties 
it is more likely that CBPR research models will be successful. Forming these ties takes 
an indeterminate period of time, a fact that does not mesh well with those who dispense 
grants and oversee researchers. Further, the brief foray I had into the background of 
CBPR left me wondering what methods, or approaches, were recommended for those 
initial phases of research, establishing contact aimed towards fostering a collaborative 
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working relationship. I do know that participant-observation was an effective approach 
for this piece, and of course for the body of work that anthropologists have published thus 
far. When considering future projects, I will do my best to approach them in the same 
fashion. 
 Successful CBPR relies in part on Freire’s emancipatory model, where co-
researchers from academia and the community partner towards goals informed across 
cultural boundaries. Emancipatory education is said to be transformative, and I feel as 
though I can attest to that personally. Completing this body of work has changed my 
dispositions and outlooks. I am attuned to a new set of circumstances that I had not quite 
grasped before. It seems appropriate for Bourdieu, who I have called upon so frequently 
thus far to provide the final words:  
Those who have the good fortune to be able to devote their lives to the 
study of the social world cannot stand aside, neutral and indifferent, from 
the struggles in which the future of the world is at stake (2003). 
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